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	1. Talking to Dragons

_How to Train Your Dragon was based off a book series by Cressida Cowell, featuring a smaller Hiccup who taught himself to speak to dragons. He doesn't stutter as he does here, and he's quite a hero, but he would have ended events in the movie differently . . ._

Astrid had faced many things, but the chief's disapproval was not one of them.

"I don't understand," Stoick said, angry and shocked. He had been drinking a tankard of mead in celebration, and several drops fell from his beard. "How did this happen?"

She didn't look at the chief, who stood at the smithy entrance. She didn't look at the Village Elder, who leaned on her cane. She looked at the book in Gobber's arms, the one she had taken forcibly from the chief's son.

Few in the village had thought little Hiccup would have amounted to anything. He wasn't even the firstborn; Stoick had lost his eldest son, who was also a runt, at birth, and his wife had been in a coma for months. She had given him a second baby four years later, at the same time Astrid had started swinging her first ax, and then took off questing.

People had expected the little runt to cause trouble, and he did. Just not the kind of trouble that burned villages down, as a few had predicted. Hiccup was quiet, and he tended to watch others. His eyes held intelligence and restraint, sometimes even warmth. He listened to his father, stayed in the smithy and helped Gobber, and NEVER left the buildings during a dragon raid. No, Hiccup's trouble was that he had never made a name for himself. He just was the chief's son, quiet and obedient. He was plain boring.

The boring Hiccup hadn't frustrated Astrid. No, what had frustrated her was his adoration of her. Oh, he had never talked. The one time he had tried, she had told him to shut up. That had been when he was a toddler. He hadn't spoken to her since, though the adoration in his eyes had remained. He had imitated her swagger, had tried to swing axes the way she had. She had kept telling him to bugger off.

Dragon Training had ended that. He was four years younger than the rest of the class, but Stoick had insisted on his son joining. The chief had planned one last search for the Nest, and he had worried when Hiccup had begged him not to leave, had wanted to come on the journey.

Astrid had learned several things that day. One was that she sucked at somersault dives. Two, that Hiccup was speedy for his size. He had managed to hold out against the Gronckle as long as she had, dodging and rolling away his shield so that it wouldn't get blasted. Gobber had yelled at Hiccup for not using the shield to protect himself, even though technically he had tied with Astrid.

The next few classes had gone downhill from there. Astrid had beaten the Nadder, true, but Hiccup and Fishlegs had teamed up to take down the Zippleback, Fishlegs tossing Hiccup and the bucket so that the water had hit the head with the spark. Fishlegs had given all the credit for Hiccup thinking of it. Astrid had glared at them the whole evening after.

Hiccup had then started hanging out with the dragons after classes, ostensibly to observe them, take notes, and even converse. At least, that's what Astrid had noticed during the few times she had noticed him straggling behind. She had even heard him mimicking their hisses.

For all that observation, she hadn't figured out how the dragons got tamer. The Gronckle had refused to fire at the small child after he had tossed her a large cod, and the same happened with the Nadder. Gods, that had been embarrassing, what with Hiccup offering peace instead of violence with his hands. The Terrible Terror had even crawled up his arm and tickled him with its tongue. He had spoken to it with hisses, stroking its wings.

Stoick had returned and had expressed his pride, and Hiccup had been chosen to slay the Nightmare. It hadn't been Hiccup's fault; he had been hiding behind a wood barrier, ready to let Astrid charge the Gronckle. But it had found him and started snuggling up; he had never looked more apologetic as she had thrown a tantrum in the Kill Ring.

Something had snapped in her, and she had sought him out. He had been having a panic attack soon after by the dragon cages, hissing frantically to the Terrible Terror. First, it was out of its cage. Second, it wasn't listening, the way it was preening its wings. He occasionally broke into stammering English, trying to practice something, only to crumple into a heap.

He would have run if she had screamed his name. So instead, she had approached from the exit and blocked it.

"Hiccup."

He had looked up, jumped to his feet and tried to dust himself off. The Terror fluttered to the ground and crouched, ready to spring.

"You've been keeping secrets," she said, and her words sounded like hisses now. "I want to know what's going on."

His mouth opened. No sound came out as he started to back toward the nearest closed cage. The Terror growled at her as Hiccup retreated.

"Are you training with someone?" she asked.

Hiccup was cornered against the cage bars. There was a sound of shifting paper. His hand dug into his vest, where a book was. The same book he had been using to take notes. That's when she knew.

"Give it to me." She came closer, axe at the ready.

"A-Astrid. A-Astrid." How long it had been since he had talked to her. "Please. It's- you said I couldn't talk to you."

"That was ten years ago!" she snapped. "I'm ordering you to talk to me now. Give me that book!"

Obedience almost won out; he reached in to remove it from his vest. The Terror's growl made him stop.

"Why?"

"I want to read it. I want to know what you've learned."

The Terror kept growling, almost giving words. Hiccup listened but remained frozen in place.

"No."

"No?" Astrid raised her axe. The Terror gave a screech that made the other dragons' cages rattle. "Why not?"

"Not finished. Y-you'd l-laugh. I was - was going to show Dad when there was more proof."

"More proof of what?"

"The dragons. Can be trained." This was barely a whisper. "I n-n-need time. NO one can read."

She kept coming closer. He didn't move an inch. Astrid was blocking his exit route, and she could see him imagining what she was going to do with her axe. He could either give her the book or attempt a sprint.

He was a smart boy, Astrid have to give him that. But he wasn't being smart at the moment. He wasn't taking out the book.

The Terror made the decision for him. It leaped in front of him and growled at Astrid protectively. Hiccup hissed at it, but it didn't listen.

"Astrid, please." It was barely a whisper. "It's n-n-not ready. _I'm_ not ready. I was going to talk to Dad, and Gothi."

"About what?" she asked sharply.

"To let you kill . . ." his voice trailed off. "I d-didn't mean to . . . you deserve it. The Nightmare. Gothi will listen. She will."

"You think . . ." Her tone became infuriated. "You think you can just HAND me the honor? To keep me quiet about your little secret?"

"No!" The shout was a pathetic cry. "No, no."

There was a foot of space between them. The Terror's eyes were on her axe blade. She could handle it.

Hiccup started hissing at the Terror again. He was giving it an order, perhaps to run. His hisses sounded fearful.

The dragon didn't listen.

_Why WOULD it listen to a runt like him? _Astrid thought. _Dragons never obeyed the small and weak. They only obeyed the call of violence._

It attacked when she attempted to grab for Hiccup's hair. One calculated fireball, at her axe hand. She swore and rolled away.

"Toothless, no!" Hiccup cried, but it was too late. The Terror flew to bite her weapon arm, and she recovered. The blunt end caught the dragon in the stomach; she sent it flying into the wall. The other caged beasts started to shriek.

Hiccup ran for the dragon, but Astrid caught him first. She tackled him to the ground, dropping her axe. He gave a grunt as his knees hit the rock floor. One hand twisted his arm behind his back, his left arm, and the other was searching.

"Stop," he was whispering. "Don't."

Too late. She the book in her hands. It was cool to the touch, smeared with charcoal. She let him go then, left him splayed on the grounds. She flipped through it, saw his careful handwriting.

Hiccup's face broke. He looked betrayed, hurt, violated as she read his notes on Dragonese. But he didn't fight her for it. His eyes turned to the limp Terror, which squeaked faintly. Then he crawled toward it, one hand at a time.

"What's going on?" Gobber came in. "What happened between you two?"

"Ask her." Hiccup's voice attempted to be cold, but it cracked instead as he took off his vest and wrapped the Terror in it. Then, using the wall as a support, he made himself stand up. He wobbled and winced. Gobber adopted a concerned look.

"Hiccup, you look like you sprained your ankle. You shouldn't be putting weight on it."

"I'm fine," Hiccup said with gritted teeth. He was biting his lips against the pain, pressing his fingers to the Terror's chest. Slowly, he started making his way outside the Ring. "I'm always fine."

Astrid looked up from the book, from the incomplete notes. Something had changed in Hiccup; it wasn't just the limping. He seemed to have aged years in mere moments. His normally large, curious eyes narrowed.

"Hiccup, your ankle-" Gobber started to say again.

"Hang my ankle!" Hiccup shouted. "Hang everything!"

That made Gobber stop, and that was when Astrid realized that things were wrong. Really, really wrong. Hiccup had NEVER shouted during his brief life on Berk.

"Hiccup-" She started.

"Don't." He cut her off. "Don't. Talk. To. Me"

She had hurt him, and that bothered her. Astrid wasn't a mean Viking who enjoyed pain for the fun of it.

She came towards him, more slowly. He shifted the Terror's weight to one arm and kept backing away, only with more purpose. His free hand reached into his vest again.

"You have the book," he said, voice still cracking. "You got what you wanted. Like you always do."

"That's not called for," she said sharply, walking closer. "You were withholding information-"

He pulled out his hunting knife, with his left hand. She stopped, having never seen him draw it before. He had a firm grip on it, fingers all in the right place, and ready to throw it.

"Just leave me alone!" he shouted. "G-go kill the Nightmare! R-r-r-read th-that blasted notebook! Do what you want!"

The knife sailed from his hands. It missed Astrid's left ear by an inch and crashed against the rock wall. Then it sank to the ground. Gods, he had AIM.

When she recovered from the near-knifing, Hiccup took the opportunity to sprint. His gasps of pain faded, as did his grunts when managing the injured Terror. Gobber with his one leg couldn't have caught him, and Astrid would have if Gobber hadn't grabbed her with his hook hand. He must not have been worried about Hiccup going too far, because Hiccup wasn't stupid. He wouldn't travel somewhere deserted because of his sprained ankle.

So that was how she had ended up in front of the chief, trying to explain how she had scared his son off after taking his book from him. Gobber had the little journal now, tucked into his belt. He had chewed the end of his beard with unmistakable disapproval.

Stoick's expression was frozen anger, a mask for his fear. He only asked one cold question.

"If you had a problem with Hiccup's progress in Dragon Training, why didn't you come to me? Or to Gothi? Why confront him?"

_Because I accept the chief's word as law._

Stoick moved on from her. He called to Spitelout, to arrange for a search party. Hiccup was a smart boy, but he wouldn't get far on an injured leg. He'd be an easy target for a raiding dragon.

"We don't know why he took the Terrible Terror with him, but we can ask him when we find him," he said. "Before moonrise."

Through these orders, the chief didn't make eye contact with Astrid. He treated the space that she occupied as if it held something repulsive.

"Lass, I don't think you understand," Gobber said. He was never one to mince words. "Hiccup's mother gave him that book when she was here last. One of the few gifts from her travels."

He opened to the first page, which had a flowing inscription. Val's handwriting was elegant for a questing Viking. She had written a message that Hiccup must have taken to heart.

_Observe everything. Question everything. Find the beauty in every answer. _

Astrid swallowed. Her fingers were covered in charcoal. Gobber turned the pages to find non-dragon observations. There were short thoughts, drawings of bones and Berk, even a sketch of Astrid. It wasn't proportionally correct, given the book's size, but it showed her arm making a perfect arc when swinging an axe. He had captured the way sunlight rippled across her face, using rough charcoal to shade. On the page adjacent to Astrid's likeness, there were notes in list form.

_1. Do not talk to her._

_2. Sharpen her axe when it needs repairs. Favors her right side in hand-to-hand combat, so account for weight differences._

_3. Stay out of the fire brigade's way. They need to put out the flames, speedily._

_4. Keep her happy. Give her what she wants._

_5. Don't talk to her. Aim to please._

"He was careful with what he noted down," Gobber remarked. "Been three years since Val last landed on Berk, and the book's only three-quarters full. He must had recorded only what he considered important."

Astrid hid her feelings. Part of her felt creeped out that Hiccup had taken notes on her, as if she were one of the dragons he was studying. Another part twinged, thinking of how betrayed he had looked when she had taken the book.

_Give her what she wants._

* * *

><p>Stoick came back from the search party that evening, practically chewing his beard off. They hadn't found Hiccup, not even any trace of his dragging footprints after he had entered the woods. Hiccup was apparently good at hiding himself, or getting ridiculously lost in Berk's forests.<p>

Some villagers voiced hopes that the runt would perish. Astrid found herself hoping he was hiding. She didn't know why, or why mentioning Hiccup's name made her stomach twinge.

The chief postponed the Monstrous Nightmare's date with death. He went into his house, came out with an armful maps and headed to the mead hall with Spitelout and Gobber. Astrid noticed him unrolling one for the three of them to ponder.

"He'll survive the night, Stoick," Gobber said. "If he can hide from us, then he can hide from dragons."

"But his ankle, Gobber, if it's sprained-"

"He'll be putting weight on it, yes. But there's nothing we can do. We can only hope he's fashioned a splint and cane for himself, and that he's found a place to prop it. But not like he's bleeding his guts out."

Astrid busied herself with wiping her axe. The other teens came around her, asking why Hiccup had gone missing. They didn't criticize her decision, though Snotlout laughed at the idea of Hiccup getting knocked down so easily. The twins didn't care about Hiccup's position one way or the other, only in the sizzling details. Fishlegs looked concerned.

Two days passed. In those two days Stoick's anger had given way to solid fear and confusion. Hiccup was _never_ disobedient, and he _never _caused trouble. He and Gobber consulted Gothi, who told them through pictures that Hiccup would come back of his own volition, that he hadn't left the island and that he was alive. She wouldn't tell them why he had run off, however.

Astrid and Fishlegs volunteered for the evening search parties, Fishlegs because he seemed to have a soft spot and Astrid because she wanted to get rid of the twinging in her stomach. No success, despite Astrid's quiet footsteps and Fishlegs's obvious concern for the "little guy" as he called Hiccup.

Then he reappeared. Quietly. First, Gobber noticed that the Terror was back in its cage one afternoon, wing healed, and snappy as ever. Like it had never left. Seeing that, he sprinted out, seeing a limping shadow with a wooden stick head towards the chief's house. The shadow's left ankle was swollen and purple, looked twisted at an odd angle. Hiccup had turned, seen Gobber, and tried to demonstrate that he was fine by walking. He had ended up collapsing into the smith's arms, sweating and unable to move further. At least, that's how Gobber described it over a tankard of mead, eyes wide and hook hand gesturing.

Stoick had been out with the recent search party; Gobber had to blow the village horn to bring him back. Astrid had been with the other teens, practicing the little hisses that Hiccup had rendered phonetically in his book. She had leaped to her feet when she heard that Hiccup was back. A crowd had gathered around the chief's house, as Gobber and Stoick argued outside.

"I want to go in and see him!"

"He's fine. A bit feverish and lamed, but he'll recover with some rest. I wouldn't be too hard on him until he's more coherent."

"Wouldn't be too hard on him? Gobber, he's been gone for three days! On purpose! All to hide one dragon!"

"You can't lecture him if he doesn't understand you," Gobber pointed out. "And he came back once the dragon was better."

"Why? Why would he care more about that beast than doing right by the village?"

"Search me. You'll have to ask him when he recovers. Not like he's going to be leaving any time soon."

* * *

><p>Hiccup didn't leave the house for days. In time people stopped asking the chief when the Nightmare would be killed, and who would kill it. Rumors passed around that Gobber's care helped quell the fever as well as Stoick's temper, so that Hiccup could explain. That was why when he faced the Nightmare, it was before dawn, without a crowd and Hiccup tamed it with a few choice words. By evening he was riding it, without effort.<p>

Despite that victory, and what it meant for the village, Hiccup had changed when he came out at last, leaning on makeshift crutches. He delivered perfunctory greetings, answered questions, and expressed nothing. His swagger became stiffer and his stutter more pronounced, not helped by his injury. His eyes lost their warmth when they landed on Astrid's curious gaze.

She decided to do something about it. He rarely left the smithy, except to visit the Terror. It became tame enough that it would walk through the village without setting any houses on fire. People were amazed, but he'd only relax around the beast, expressing his fears, joys, and despair in Dragonese. Astrid was the only teen who had mastered the basics, barely, though Fishlegs hissed laboriously.

Early afternoon, Astrid went to the smithy. He was sitting on a stool in the backroom, rubbing his lame foot. His ankle had broken at some point during his forest adventure; he had to use the crutches and a cast. Gobber remarked he was lucky not to have lost his foot. The Terror hopped on the table in front of him, chattering. He responded with sarcasm, kept wincing.

She came in quietly, but Hiccup heard her footsteps. He tried to leap to his feet, but found that he couldn't, not with his leg in a primitive, foul-smelling cast.

"Astrid." His voice held no emotion apart from a twinge as he jostled his foot. "W-what c-c-c-can I do for you?"

The Terror didn't want her there, but it didn't attack. It instead hissed insults from the table, ready to curl into a pounce. Hiccup made a remark for it to calm down, but it didn't listen. Astrid held out her arms, to show she had no weapons.

"We need to talk."

"No." Hiccup's voice was firmer than she had ever heard it. He pushed himself to his feet, grabbed for the wall and his crutches. Astrid went to help him, seeing his arms shake. The Terror leaped between them, crouched and ready to breathe fire.

"Come on!" she cried. "I'm trying to apologize! I'm trying to say sorry."

"Ha!" It was a bitter sound, coming from Hiccup's throat. "S-s-sorry, m-my f-f-f-oot."

The Terror couldn't help but give a dragon-like chuckle through its anger. Astrid hid back her inappropriate laugh.

Hiccup hoisted himself onto his crutches. His stutter became worse, as he wobbled.

"Y-y-you aren't s-s-orry about h-h-h-h-urting T-t-t-toothless. Just f-f-f-feeling g-guilty."

"Hiccup, your dragon attacked me," Astrid pointed out. "I was reacting the way a normal Viking would."

Toothless growled at her. Hiccup's face broke again, and Astrid realized what she had said.

"Y-y-yeah. N-n-n-normal. I w-was t-tr-trying to m-make things right. And y-y-you kn-knocked me to the g-ground!" His eyes seemed full of angry tears, as he tried to talk clearly. "I w-w-was g-going to g-g-give you what you w-w-wanted!"

"You honestly thought that after you earned the honor of killing the Nightmare that I'd accept a handout of the Victory?" Astrid knew she should shut up, but she had to ask. "That's not what Vikings do."

"H-h-how w-w-was I . . ." He swallowed and tried again, speaking the words slowly. "How. Was. I. S-s-supposed. To. Know? There's. No. Viking. E-Etiquette. Manual."

He wasn't sarcastic; Astrid looked into his face to confirm the sincerity. He really hadn't known that Vikings didn't make things right by restoring rewards to people who deserved them. For all his observing, he hadn't seen that.

"So. I'm. Not. A. V-Viking." His voice cracked on the last word. "I. Know. That. Now."

The Terror backed her away from the door with growls. Hiccup used his crutches to limp past her. She would have gone to him, except for the blade hanging from his waist and the Terror threatening to fire.

This was going to take more time than she thought. He didn't trust her. He didn't like her that way anymore, with that admiration.

Part of her wondered if she should bother, if it was worth trying to win his trust back. He wasn't a proper Viking for starters, what with his small stature and polite demeanor. By now Gobber ought to have given back his book, before she had even gotten time to peruse it properly.

The other part chided her for thinking such a thing. She had to get back into the chief's good graces, after all, and while Hiccup had chosen to run off to protect his dragon, she had given him the reason to leave.

She visited the smithy day after day, usually with peace offerings. A set of charcoal pencils she had whittled and charred herself. A basket of mackerel for Toothless. Hiccup thanked her for each gift, but would break down or leave if she tried to talk. Toothless ate the mackerel but still hissed at her.

They had a breakthrough when she brought a plain book for him, her latest apology. Sometimes he'd even write down his thoughts, when his stutter became too strong. He'd write on sheets of parchment, as if using books were too painful. She hadn't seen him open his mother's book in days. His handwriting remained neat, though his words were angry and hurt.

_I never meant to upstage you. Dad made me promise to do my best in Dragon Training, after I begged him to let me go with him to find the nest, and I did. I didn't think Gothi would choose the village runt to kill the Monstrous Nightmare. _

On another day, when she got up the courage to ask why he had run, he had written the following:

_Toothless's wing was broken in one place, and he wasn't stirring. I was scared that Dad or Gobber would kill Toothless, to put him out of his misery, so I took him to the woods. He went into Healing Hibernation, only awakening for the occasional bite of mackerel. Fortunately dragons heal fast, when there's someone to care for them._

Astrid had swallowed on reading this. Hiccup must have developed a strong bond with the Terror, to protect him like that. One off-hand remark about him using sheets of paper led to one painful confession:

_ I can't write in that notebook anymore. It feels dirty, soiled, now that others have read it and smeared the charcoal. I put three years of my life into that book, and it was out in the open for others to peruse. _

This one made Astrid initiate the leaving, walking out of the smithy with heavy steps. She couldn't handle the feelings streaming through her shaking frame. Part of her wanted to strangle Hiccup for his idiotic feelings, and she didn't know if strangling was a wise idea with the progress they had been making.

His ankle healed. Soon he could walk without crutches. During raids he would fly on the Nightmare, talk to the invading dragons. Some he could reason with into leaving the island, into giving away information. The Night Fury proved more elusive, but Toothless distracted it with well-chosen taunts, giving Hiccup time to leap from the Nightmare onto its black back and whisper into its ear. He only needed to hiss in Dragonese, and the beast listened to him. He wrote about it afterward, when Astrid came to see him.

_I was scared out of my mind that he was going to throw me off, but the Night Fury is intelligent. He saw that I meant no harm, and he believed me when I said he was free. Dad's wary of the Night Fury, but the dragon is fairly friendly if you speak politely to him. He also likes getting lots of cod and getting scratched under the chin._

People spoke in hushed tones afterward how Hiccup had tamed the Unholy Offspring of Lightning and Death with his bare hands. Hiccup blushed at the attention, said that he hadn't done anything special; no one could understand his stutters. Hiccup named the Night Fury Windwalker, after seeing it glide through the clouds. Windwalker and little Toothless didn't get along, but Toothless stopped provoking the larger dragon after receiving a purple fireball to the mouth.

They learned much more from captured dragons, or those who stayed on Berk after talking to Hiccup. The village learned that the dragons were under a thrall, that a queen reptile controlled them with a hypnotic croon. Or at least, the dragons assumed it was a queen. None of them had bothered to check their master's genitals. But in any case, the queen was always hungry, and she demanded food. Several different dragons, including Windwalker, corroborated the story. His handwriting became shaky when noting this:

_Perhaps this queen can be reasoned with. I doubt it, given her greed, but if we can keep her contained in the mountain, since she seems to be trapped, then there should be nothing to worry about. In theory. _

Hiccup came up with a plan for defeating the queen. It was risky, given it involved making the queen's hypnotized army leave before they killed her, to save as many dragons as possible and to reduce potential casualties with the Vikings. Hiccup would have to serve as the distraction, since he was the only Viking who could carry a conversation in Dragonese.

Astrid spoke up for Hiccup at the council meeting, because he stammered as Spitelout and others asked questions. Mildew was particularly cutting, asking why the village should put their fate in one boy's hands. Stoick objected to Hiccup endangering himself, even if riding Windwalker into the mountain and being able to fly out at the moment's notice.

As Hiccup blushed into silence, unable to handle all these objections, Astrid stepped forward. She swung her axe and lodged it in the middle of the table. That got everyone's attention.

Astrid spoke with crisp, honest rhetoric. She pointed out the practicality of his plan, since dragons were useful allies and Hiccup was the most fluent in Dragonese. The Night Fury was the fastest dragon and therefore the most likely to get a hit on the queen while keeping the chief's son intact. Besides which, Windwalker was loyal to Hiccup and was waiting on the mead hall outside; he could be trusted.

Hiccup watched her with an open mouth, from where he stood by his father. He was wearing a helmet Stoick had given him, an over-sized trinket make from Valhallarama's breast plate. Toothless was taking a nap on his head, filling the gap between the boy's hair and his helmet. A good thing, too, or the metal rim would have gone over his eyes. That's what had happened that day when Gothi had chosen him, as he had curled behind a wooden bench.

She didn't know if her words meant much, but at least they stopped badgering Hiccup. The villagers refrained from arguing amongst themselves. Mildew knew better than to challenge a shield-maiden. The council broke so that everyone could get an early night's sleep, in case they needed strength to fend off another raid.

Hiccup went to Windwalker, trying to not talk to the Vikings eager for him to reiterate his plan. The Night Fury leaped off the mead hall roof and curled around him. Hiccup spoke to the dragon with low, soothing hisses, telling him how the meeting went. Windwalker wasn't stupid, however; he was providing his own commentary on the situation. From the tone of his Dragonese, he sounded dismissive of the other Vikings.

Astrid approached. Hiccup looked up. He didn't look hostile, but he didn't smile either. He looked perplexed.

"I did it because you do have a good plan, if a crazy one," she said. "Because you needed someone to speak for you. If we're going to die facing this queen, we may as well die with our best foot forward."

He now looked skeptical.

"I don't care if it takes years for you to get this," Astrid went on. "We both made mistakes at the beginning. But we're also making amends. I am going to keep making them until you realize that I didn't want that day to happen, that if I could go back and redo it, I would. I would have found a way to make things easier for you, to tell your dad, without hurting your dragons."

Toothless didn't hiss. That was a first. Hiccup relaxed. So did Astrid. Windwalker yawned.

Hiccup took his hands off the Night Fury and pulled out his plain book. Then somehow she was holding it, and he was scurrying off into the night, talking to Toothless. She could have sworn that she heard him mutter his thanks.

Afterward, when trying to recall the battle with the Green Death, when the great dragon had tried to swallow Hiccup and only Toothless and the Windwalker's teamwork had saved the small Viking, Astrid's clearest memory would be those small hands pressing the book into her hands. Not his mother's journal; he would only resume using that after waking up from the battle, learning that they had won and his plan had worked.

Astrid turned to the page. Several runes in the center, a scant paragraph. Words that should have meant nothing, but meant as much as several golden axes.

_We need to get you a dragon, for the battle, so that the other teens have an example. A Deadly Nadder will be a good fit. _


	2. Whispering to Dragons

_Sequel to "Talking to Dragons" In this AU, the book version of Hiccup functions on movie Hiccup's place. Enjoy this yarn . . ._

* * *

><p><em>Oh for Thor's sake! <em>Hiccup thought, seeing the Outcast soldiers surrounding Bucket and Mulch. _They had to get caught. It had to be Bucket and Mulch._

It had been several months since Hiccup had defeated the dragon queen with help from his friends Windwalker and Toothless. Heroes had often done similar deeds, with help from allies. What made Hiccup's victory unusual was that his allies had been dragons, a Night Fury and disobedient Terrible Terror. He had also won without swinging an axe or a hammer, not that he could have. He had done it by teaching himself Dragonese, the language for all winged reptiles, and lying to the queen.

With the queen and her hypnotic call gone, the dragons had reveled in their freedom. They had come to Berk in droves to thank the small funny-looking boy who had killed their tyrant. People had panicked, had tried to fight back.

Now the wild dragons had left Berk, taking their wilder brethren with them. Their leader, a vain blue Nadder, had told Hiccup that he did not believe that dragons and humans could live together.

_"We cannot cast off our claws and fire, and you cannot shed your armor for that purpose," _the Nadder had told Hiccup with silky hisses. _"And while you are a great ambassador, you are a flightless fledgling, a mere child. We need an actual king. We will seek him out and beg for his wise rule."_

That had hurt, but Hiccup had seen the Nadder's point. He had had a hard enough time mediating peace between the tamer dragons that had elected to stay, including his own Windwalker and Toothless, and the suspicious people of Berk. Mildew, the oldest Viking on the island, had been particularly cutting when pointing out the property damage and loss of crops. Hiccup had hoped that with only a smaller number of dragons, the ones that had been used to train the youth for war, that coexistence was possible.

He had also hoped to cooperate with Mildew, because you couldn't alienate one person on an island because he disagreed with you. He had asked the dragons and their riders to respect the man's side of the island, had listened to every complaint and addressed them, and treated the older man with courtesy. For a while, he thought he had succeeded.

But Hiccup hadn't. Come a few months later, the tame dragons were accused of messing up the adult Vikings' boots and clawing up the mead hall. Hiccup had insisted that dragons did not lie, the tame dragons could not have torn up things valuable for the village, and wild dragons had kept good on their word to not return to Berk. But then the armory, laden to the brim with weapons to repair, had blown up with Windwalker in it, and a mob had forced Stoick to exile the tame dragons. The beasts knew, already; Windwalker had licked his wounds, allowed Toothless to ride on him, and led the others to fly at sunset.

_"We will be on Dragon Island, because you will need us," _Windwalker had said. _"You know we are innocent, but your elders do not."_

_"T-t-toothless doesn't w-want to leave!"_ The Terrible Terror had protested. _"Who w-w-w-ill f-f-eed T-t-toothless on Dragon I-Island?"_

_"I'll teach you to fish, you lazy reptile. And it won't be for forever." _

Toothless and Windwalker agreed to disagree at the best of times. That Windwalker was comforting Toothless showed how badly they were taking the exile.

That day, Hiccup had refused to come home. He wouldn't have been able to face his father without shouting at him, without breaking down into stutters. He had wandered the island in shock, darting in and out of the woods and trying to ignore the empty space in his helmet that Toothless had once occupied. That was when, from behind a tree trunk, he had seen Mildew drop dragon limbs into the water.

Mildew had framed the dragons. Despite Hiccup's efforts to accommodate the old man's needs, it hadn't been enough.

Anger had given way to cold reasoning. Hiccup had tried to retrieve the limbs. He had slid to the beach, stripped off his vest and tunic, and dove into the waves. The water had chilled him to the bone, was murky with salt and black sludge. His left ankle twinged, remembering how it had snapped months ago in the woods. Yet he had kept searching, ignoring the numbness creeping over his limbs and his fading strength. He had only given up when darkness had fallen, barely making it to the shore. Failure and fatigue weighed him down on the cold sand.

_Windwalker could have found the limbs. If he had stayed._

"Hiccup, I know you're upset about the dragons," Gobber had said later, wrapping a sodden and shivering Hiccup in hot blankets and giving him mead to drink. "But I wouldn't go on mad dashes or suicidal swims just to make a point."

Hiccup had managed to explain about the dragon limbs, about trying to recover the evidence. His chattering teeth and nervous stammer made it difficult to explain, but Gobber had understood. Gobber had quelled Stoick's rage and fear so that instead, his dad had said words tinged with exasperation and fear.

"I understand why you were upset and tried to retrieve the evidence. But Hiccup, you can't be putting other people and dragons above yourself! It was a miracle you didn't drown or freeze to death. Promise me you won't do anything this stupid again."

Hiccup had closed his eyes. He had still felt betrayed about his dad banishing the dragons, for giving in to the mob believing that Windwalker was capable of destroying beloved weapons.

"Promise me, Hiccup. I nearly died when you hid out in the woods, and when you faced the dragon queen. If anything ever happened to you. . ."

His dad had made a choking sound. Gobber had patted Stoick with his hook hand.

"I'll try," Hiccup had whispered, just to stop his father from expressing emotions. Stoick the Vast couldn't show fear, after all, or grief. It was bad enough when Mom's letters came from Trader Johann, not saying where she was or when she was coming back.

And yet here Hiccup was now, watching the Outcasts from the woods, and forming an outline of a plan in his mind. It involved putting himself in danger, offering himself up to the enemy so that they wouldn't go after the hostages. He wouldn't have done it, if not for running into a soaked, shivering Fishlegs who had given him crucial information.

"Alvin's looking for you. He's looking for the 'Dragon Conqueror.'"

Most Vikings would have killed for a title like that. Hiccup would have killed to strip that title away from his legacy. He had outsmarted the queen, but CONQUERED a dragon? More like reasoned with them, negotiated with them. He hadn't even been able to keep them on Berk.

Fishlegs was getting his dad, to warn him of Alvin's intentions. Hiccup had hoped to warn Bucket and Mulch, who were escorting small children and the elderly to the caves by the beach. He hadn't arrived in time, however, thanks to that toy lamb wrapped around Bucket's shoulders. In time they'd reach the beach, take hostages. Astrid was there, but she only had a small hatchet- Alvin's old hatchet- and the twins for backup. Snotlout had his club, but even if they worked together they'd be outnumbered.

Hiccup couldn't let the Outcasts reach the beach. As he darted through the woods, getting ahead of Bucket and Mulch's armed escort, he considered knifing Alvin between the eyes. He had decent aim, and the Outcast wouldn't see it coming from the trees. The distraction would give Bucket and Mulch time to run.

He put that idea out of mind. Alvin was four times as large as him, and seemed to have quick reflexes judging by his cautious march. If the Outcast chief caught the blade, he'd know that someone was in the woods wanting to kill him. Even if he didn't, the guard would panic, and Bucket and Mulch would get hurt. No, Hiccup had to take the nonviolent approach.

His dad was going to KILL him.

He stepped onto the path, out of the woods. His boots made no sound, and he leaned against a rock by the dirt path. He relaxed his body and took out his smallest blade.

The Outcasts stopped with their hostages. Hiccup cleaned his nails with the knife, trying to act as if he didn't care that several large men were armed and able to snap him in two.

"You. What are you doing here?" One of the guards shouted.

Hiccup looked up. Fear pooled in his stomach. Alvin seemed larger now that he was closer, more menacing. He marched forward with a smirk.

"Hiccup!" Mulch exclaimed. "What are you doing? Get out of here!"

Instinct told Hiccup to run. Still, he stood his ground. Alvin came closer.

"Stoick's little embarrassment. Fancy seeing you."

He flinched. _Little embarrassment? _

"Hiccup, _run_," Mulch said. "Hide in the woods. We'll be fine!"

"I don't think we will be," Bucket said.

Hiccup regained control of his face. He shrugged, returning to the business of cleaning his nails. His knees bent against the rock.

"I'm talking to you." Alvin leaned over him. Hiccup returned the blade to his vest and stood up straight. He spoke slowly, in a whisper, so that he didn't stammer.

"You're. Looking. For someone. Not. Them."

"Oh. So you know that?" Alvin gave a disingenuous smile, to show he was harmless. He wasn't with that sword in his hands. "Do you know who I'm looking for?"

"The Dragon. Conqueror," Hiccup whispered.

"Smart lad." Alvin's tone was mocking. "Surely you know one man isn't more important than the rest of the village. Tell me who the Dragon Conqueror is, and I'll let the half-wit and his friend go free."

"Hiccup, don't!" Mulch called. His voice gained fear.

This was going to be the hard part. Hiccup straightened his shoulder blades and looked the Outcast in the eye.

"I am," he said. "I am. The Dragon. Conqueror."

Bucket's mouth dropped open. Mulch moaned. And Alvin? Laughed, along with the rest of the Outcasts.

"It's true," Hiccup whispered. "I faced. The Queen. Killed her. The dragons left. Berk."

He gestured with his hands, and Alvin looked up. He didn't smell ash and brimstone. Then he turned to Bucket and Mulch.

"Is this the truth?" He jabbed a meaty finger at Hiccup. "This little runt conquered the dragons?"

Mulch met Hiccup's eyes. The boy nodded, conveying that he had a plan.

"It's true," Mulch said. "The dragons respect him. He even tamed the Night Fury, leaped on its back while it was flying."

"Stoick commissioned me to make a painting of it," Bucket blathered. "Going to hang in the Great Hall."

"I can. Prove it," Hiccup said. "On. Dragon. Island. I conquer. A dragon. You set. Them free."

He pointed at Bucket and Mulch. Alvin made a show of considering this offer. Then he gestured. A few of his men broke off from the armed guard and surrounded Hiccup. He took in their spears and hostile expressions.

"Take the boy to the ship," Alvin ordered. "The rest of you, find the rest of the village. Take as many hostages as you can."

"WHAT?" Hiccup's shout became a yelp due to his high voice. "But I- I s-said- I would-"

"I never agreed to the bargain," Alvin told him. "Why do you think my name is Treacherous?"

It was futile to run at that point, what with the Outcasts and their spears. Hiccup only tried to turn, to see the men marching Bucket and Mulch down to the beach, and he wasn't even allowed that. A hairy hand clamped down on his shoulder so that he faced forward. The fingers were each as thick as his bones.

"What are you going to do to him?" Bucket called over his shoulder. He sounded just as frightened as Hiccup felt. Mulch had to placate him, to help him stay calm.

Alvin was enjoying himself, seeing the fear and anger in Hiccup's eyes. They marched him to their ship, docked by the cove. His left ankle gave random aches, despite Gobber having proclaimed that it had healed correctly. But they must not have considered him much of a threat, precisely because he was tiny and they were stronger. They didn't even bother binding his hands or disarming him.

_Always can knife him through the eyes_, Hiccup thought._ If he doesn't take me to Dragon Island. I can also talk to a dragon and explain the situation. _

He didn't have to worry about that, however, standing under guard of two armed Outcasts. The sun rose as they sailed, casting a friendly orange glow on the water. Alvin gloated, talking about his Treacherous deeds, and expressed disappointment when Hiccup admitted to not knowing any of them.

"Dad doesn't. Talk much," he said by response, keeping his calm demeanor. "Stoick the Vast. After all."

"But your mother," Alvin acted as if he were twisting a man's broken bone when saying this. "Surely she's mentioned me?"

Hiccup shrugged. Alvin growled.

"Figures. She wouldn't want to remember the man who killed her firstborn before he even got a name."

Hiccup's mouth dropped open. His posture became rigid. No one mentioned the dead older brother, the boy who had burned in a basket pyre on the water. The boy that should have been there to help Hiccup take care of his dad's emotional needs, and to learn more about the dragons. The boy that his grandfather Old Wrinkly had wanted to live, who would have stopped the war between humans and dragons if Hiccup hadn't done so.

"Didn't know that, eh? That I killed the boy who SHOULD have been the heir to the tribe, instead of a runt like you? Tried to kill your mother as well, but she survived the blow to the heart. I was doing your dad a favor, encouraging him to have a strong and healthy son, but he didn't see it that way."

_He's lying_, Hiccup thought._ Mom's firstborn would have been a runt as well. He probably wouldn't have survived the winter._

"You better be telling the truth about being the Dragon Conqueror, son. Because the way I see it, Stoick would be better off without you."

He kept his face emotionless. Inside, however, he burned. His dad's words echoed in his head: "I nearly died when you hid out in the woods, and when you faced the dragon queen."

_Just wait till I set Windwalker on you, Alvin. Then we'll see who's gloating. _

They landed by Dragon Island, grounding the Outcast ship. Alvin marched Hiccup onto the black rocks and sand, jabbing the sword between his tiny shoulder blades.

"Not necessary," Hiccup grunted. "Not like. I can. Fight back."

That's when Windwalker had appeared, eyes curious and joyous. Toothless appeared by the dragon's black legs, screeching with obvious joy. The Outcasts raised their crossbows, but Hiccup quickly got between them and the Night Fury.

"Arrows won't. Penetrate his hide," he said. "Watch. And learn."

He walked forward, whispering in Dragonese to Windwalker.

_"These men are enemies. They've taken Berk hostage,"_ he conveyed. _"We need to annihilate them."_

Windwalker dropped his friendly demeanor. Toothless pounced on Hiccup, crawling all over him. Fortunately he was a tiny dragon, but his claws tickled as he hopped from head to shoulder, nipping his master with affection.

"You're about to see a dragon eat a boy," Alvin said gleefully from behind. "And a tiny dragon for a tiny runt! Isn't fate artistic!"

_"Toothless, stop it,"_ Hiccup giggled. _"I missed you too. But we have bad men to worry about." _

Toothless stopped, eventually. Windwalker by then had put himself between Hiccup and the Outcasts, positioning his body.

_"Annihilate?" _he confirmed.

_"Annihilate. They have catapults." _Hiccup leaped onto his back. Alvin noticed.

"What are you doing?" he shouted, charging forward with the sword.

Windwalker let loose a purple fireball. It caught Alvin in the chest and blasted him back into his men. That gave Windwalker the opportunity to take to the sky, spreading his wings.

"Great thunder of Thor, he IS the Dragon Conqueror! Fire!"

"Dragon Trainer!" Hiccup shouted in response. Windwalker released more fireballs at the ships, taking out half the catapults. Toothless darted around, shooting streams of fire at the arrows flying towards them.

_"See? T-t-t-toothless is b-brave!" _He crowed, circling to join Hiccup.

_"Look out!"_ Hiccup cried, forcing Windwalker to conduct a spin. That was because more rocks nearly them. One hit Toothless, making his flight pattern wobbly.

Hiccup rode dragons bareback, and nothing held him to the Night Fury. He felt his body twist as it fell, Windwalker diving to catch him. Nothing, however, could stop the next onslaught of arrows. Nothing except a Nadder's fire.

"Astrid!" Hiccup exclaimed as Windwalker caught him in his claws. The Night Fury sent more fire at the catapults.

"Thought we could miss out on all the fun?" She grinned. Stormfly spot spines at the Outcast ship. Snotlout, Fishlegs and the twins joined them on their dragons. Hiccup also saw his father's ship mooring in, sending rocks at the Outcasts. Snotlout accidentally fired into the water, which created steam.

"Three Catapults. Left!" Hiccup shouted, pointing. "Windwalker. Needs. Opening!"

Astrid understood. She signaled the others to fire at the water. Hiccup climbed onto Windwalker's back and tried to make sure his vest didn't snag on the scales. With the white cover, Windwalker dove in and destroyed the last three catapults with well-chosen blasts. He was not a tame dragon, after all, or not as tame as the others.

That would have been the end of it, but Toothless couldn't resist diving in setting Alvin's beard on fire. He crowed the whole time while doing it. Alvin tried to grab the Terror, but Toothless evaded him. He spun around, confusing the Outcasts.

_"C-can't c-c-catch me,"_ he crowed, flitting up and down and out of reach._ "S-slow s-smelly s-s-slime ball!"_

_Oh by Thor's bloody backside! _Hiccup thought. _We could have just finished the Outcasts off by now!_

_"Do we have to?" _Windwalker sniffed, sensing Hiccup's line of thinking. _"We can't keep cleaning up after his messes."_

_"Yes, we do," _Hiccup dug his heels into Windwalker's sides. As they prepared to dive in again and rescue Toothless, however, a heavy fist crashed into the Outcast's nose. A very familiar fist.

"You're a coward, taking my son," Stoick growled. He had climbed onto the ship, to give Toothless an exit. His face was pure anger, betraying no fear.

"I take what I want, Stoick, You know that." Alvin tossed a fist in return. Stoick caught it.

"Not this time."

A fistfight started. The flames died on Alvin's face, but Toothless kept diving in and biting the Outcast at certain places. Toothless was one thing, but the dragons couldn't burn down the ship with Stoick on it. At least the Terrible Terror could fly.

_Bother! Of all the times for Dad to show how much he cares about me! Why can't he send me a Get-Well card or crush me in a bear hug!_

"Hiccup, I'm fine!" Stoick called, seeing his son's alarm. "I've wanted to do this for ages!"

Hiccup believed that, but he wasn't going to let his dad drown with hostile enemies. As it were, the other Outcasts tried to step into the fight, and Windwalker had to blast them into the water to keep them from taking down Stoick. Somehow an anchor tied to a rope swung in the air; boy, father and dragons had to dodge it. Stoick caught the rope, did some strange trick so that it wrapped around Alvin's thick hands, and tossed the anchor overboard. That also dragged Alvin into the cold water and gave Hiccup the opportunity to pick up his dad.

_"T-t-toothless is a hero!"_ The Terrible Terror cheered as he and the other dragons burned down the ship._ "T-t-toothless b-b-eat the bad Outcast! B-bit him on the-" _

_"Shut up,"_ the other dragons said simultaneously, though they seemed calmer. Windwalker tossed Stoick in the air so that the larger man landed behind Hiccup on the dragon's back. Hiccup scanned the water, searching for Alvin's body.

"We won for today," Stoick said, sensing what Hiccup was thinking. "Even if he's alive, he'll need to swim back to Outcast Island, and that will take a while. We already took care of his men on Berk, tied them to drifting boats."

Hiccup nodded. Still he scanned.

"Hiccup, what were you thinking? Mulch told me that you gave yourself up."

"A chief. Protects his people," Hiccup said with a touch of bitterness. "No Matter. What."

Stoick fell silent. That gave Hiccup the opportunity to ask his question.

"He. Killed. My Brother?" he asked softly. "Is that. True?"

Stoick didn't answer, but Hiccup could feel his dad's body tightening behind him.

"Let's go home, son. It's been a long night."

"And the dragons?"

"Saved our lives. They're welcome back on the island."

Only after that did Windwalker turn and make the trek back to Berk. So did Toothless and the other dragons with their riders. They flew back, cheering; Toothless did mid-air cartwheels.

_"Annoying little green weirdo," _Windwalker said.

_"B-b-b-blue b-bully," _Toothless shot back.

Hiccup didn't join in the cheering. He felt his stomach clench. He knew Alvin had survived the near-drowning, because if a runt could persist for hours in the waves, it wouldn't be too much trouble for a grown man.

Anger pooled again in his mind. He would kill Alvin personally, if the man dared show his face on Berk again. Lying, treacherous murderer.

As for Mildew? Hiccup was done with niceness. Nice words and gestures had gone nowhere. He'd be polite, of course, but no more going the extra mile. He'd find evidence that Mildew had tried to banish the dragons, had committed treason.

It is never wise to cross a nice, clever boy, especially one that can talk to dragons. Alvin had learned that the hard way.


	3. Lying to Dragons: Stolen Heir

Catastrophes and adventures had hit Berk square in the head. Outcasts had invaded when the villagers had no weapons or dragons; Stoick the Vast had learned to ride a mighty Thunderdrum as stubborn as its master; Stoick's son, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock, had found Chief Hamish the First's lost treasure with help from the Dragon Academy students; and an imported cluster of flowers had nearly poisoned the island's winged beasts, including the only Night Fury in existence, Windwalker.

Most Vikings like a healthy dosage of danger and adventure, swinging from one calamity to the next; Hiccup was not a typical Viking. For one, he had ended a war between dragons and humans before hitting puberty, crafting a cunning plan to take down the tyrannical queen. For another, he had done so by learning Dragonese, the hissing language between the beasts. Merely talking with a dragon released it from the queen's hold, so that it no longer wanted to battle humans. The dragons considered Hiccup a hero for freeing them.

For a final thing, Hiccup needed alone time. Before he had been assigned to dragon training, he had spent many of his young days wandering the woods. He had gone for one last stroll the night before, and that morning his Night Fury flew to town in a panic.

Windwalker soared through the village the next day. His flight was rushed and wingbeats rapid, and he held a strange object in his mouth. He found the house with Nadder stables and charged toward it. Astrid was feeding her Nadder several chicken legs.

"Windwalker!" she exclaimed with surprise. "What are you doing here?"

She spoke in Norse before Windwalker spat the object at her feet and launched into a stream of Dragonese. Astrid and Fishlegs were fluent, but they had their slip-ups.

_"Slow down, slow down," _she said in Dragonese. _"What's this about flying at night, Hiccup . . ."_

Her eyes went to the object. Then she froze. Windwalker nodded quickly, still angry and frantic.  
><em><br>"I was flying at night, guarding the island, when I heard him scream for me. Rapid Dragonese,"_ he said._ "The sound was faint, and I didn't realize. Not at first. When I did, I flew to it quickly. Hiccup's scent led me to this . . ."_

He didn't finish that thought.

_"I should have been there!" _he stormed. _"Why did Hiccup leave his house at night, in the middle of the night! What was he doing in the woods at that time! Something attacked him, and I don't know what!" _

Astrid bent to pick up the helmet. It was Hiccup's, made from his mother's breastplate. Usually it was warm to the touch because Toothless slept under it, atop Hiccup's head. Now it was cold, and covered in crumbled leaves.

The dent scared her. Hiccup's helmet had survived the queen, when the great dragon had swallowed him in a fury. Now something had damaged it. Not a dragon, for helmets were built to be dragon-proof. Dragons also didn't have fists, and they didn't leave finger indentations along the rim.

A person had taken Hiccup. Someone with a large fist.

Astrid swallowed. Her insides went cold.

"Windwalker, where did you find this?"

"In the hollow of a tree,"

Windwalker told her, calming down now that Stormfly came. The Nadder was silent and suspicious. _"Toothless was not inside it. I called for him, but the woods were silent. No dragons were there either, since the wild ones have left the island." _

"Hiccup left it there," Astrid whispered in English. "He knew you'd find it, that you'd take it to me. He knew he was going to get taken."

Astrid knew who had taken Hiccup as well. Few Vikings had fists this large, not unless they had been exiled-

"We have to tell the chief; something's happened. Then we have to find Hiccup before Alvin the Treacherous is done with him."

* * *

><p>Consciousness introduced Hiccup to white canvas. Thick, white canvas used for sail. He tried to yawn and found his sound muffled. When he attempted to rub the lump on the back of his head, he found his arms pinned to his sides.<p>

What happened . . . I was angry and had gone to the cove to vent. Toothless was . . . Toothless!

He screamed out this last thought and thrashed, remembering. The white canvas absorbed the sound and his struggles, as if it were a flat sponge. Harsh laughter met his ears. He went quiet, listening.

The morning hadn't gone well. He ought to have known that. Mornings NEVER went well when his father came along. The images came back to him . . .

_It was the most unproductive day at the Dragon Academy. Stoick hadn't helped by accompanying Hiccup on his morning stroll through the woods, to the cove with its stone fort. He had blasted a path marking the trail. Hiccup had been too angry to speak, because the cove had been his secret for so long, and then Mildew had shown up, making demands. The old man tended to do that on a regular basis, especially when dragons were involved. If not for Stoick, then Hiccup probably would've spent the day assuring Mildew that dragons didn't eat cabbages and probably didn't destroy the old man's vegetable patch. _

_When the sun had gone down, Hiccup stalked into the woods. He ambled and rambled, thrown his knives into random trees as Toothless snored. Most of his thoughts centered around Astrid's unwillingness to mediate the other teens. They would have listened to her if she had put aside her feelings and not blamed him for showing chief-like behavior._

_"What was I supposed to do, gods damn it?" He raged at the stone fort in the cove, pacing back and forth. "Offer them a scapegoat? Let them burn a mother Frigga like Mildew? It was not an option to let that Scauldron bite him! He would have nursed his resentment till he found another dragon problem to whinge about! Why can't they see that? Why do they all have to be so bloody idiotic?"_

_The fort didn't answer. It was only a stone shrine._

_"If you'd been alive, they would listen to you!" Hiccup's voice broke. "You'd have been respected, not questioned! Dad would be worrying about you, not me! Why couldn't you have survived?_

_"And what's with Dad suddenly deciding my walks aren't safe? I've been walking fine in these woods for half my life, and I've never-"_

_He stopped. His ears pricked. The grass was unusually dry this time of the year, and so any footstep made an audible crackle. _

"H-hiccup?"_ Toothless muttered. _"Wh-why so qu-quiet?"

_That sound again, of stifled laughter, crackling grass, and a thud. The laughter stopped._

_Hiccup drew out his knife. He backed toward the stone fort._

No one knows I'm here. I went off without telling anyone.

_They emerged silently, the grey figures, climbing on top of the slabs that surrounded the cove. Several carried lanterns, with heavy axes hanging from their belts, while others had flickering torches. All looked similar, with their wicked grins and Outcast armor. One of the louder men, the one who must have laughed, started to snigger on seeing Hiccup's small knife, his knees bent in a fighting stance._

_Hiccup weighed the options before him: surrender; ask them what they want; fight them head-on; make a break for the woods; or hide in the fort. The fort would be the best option, except those hammers would break through stone. _

_The thinnest Outcast came closer. Hiccup recognized him as Savage, Alvin the Treacherous' second-in-command._

_"Isn't this a lovely evening," he said with false geniality. "Who'd have thought the moonless sky would allow us to see so clearly?_

_Hiccup dug his right hand into his vest. Savage climbed from where he perched on a rock. _

_"You're obviously wondering why I'm here. Why we're here."_

_The closer he came, the farther away Hiccup stepped, so as to see him clearly in the faint lantern glow. Their boots crushed the dry grass. Toothless protested into wakefulness._

_"Alvin the Treacherous desires an immediate audience. He heard that you would be here, and wanted to extend the invitation."_

_Hiccup backed into the fort. Part of him wanted to crawl in, or to hide Toothless. Savage increased his pace._

_"Surely you don't want to insult him, do you? We've already made the preparations. You only have to show up."_

_Savage hadn't seen how deft the boy's hands were, how Hiccup's small eyes narrowed in focus. Before he could take another step, there been a thud. Several more thuds followed. So did screaming. Soon stamping footsteps replaced those sounds, along with frantic yells._

_Savage collapsed to the ground, screaming. His torch fell, setting the dry ground ablaze A blade had gotten him in the eye, just has he had reached forward and grab Hiccup. Hiccup pulled his left hand back and broke into a run, hopping over the flames._

_Savage's fall thrown his henchmen into a panic, who started after the running boy. They tripped over two more of their fallen comrades, as well as several shattered lanterns. The more sensible ones, knowing that flames would attract attention from the village, started to dip their helmets into the lake, using the water to quench the flames._

_He made it to the forest cover. Hiccup had hit two Outcasts in the forehead. Then he sprinted toward the gap created by their swaying bodies, clutching Toothless and the helmet to his head. One stabbed Outcast, who hadn't been completely dead, brought his fist down on the helmet before collapsing._

_Stars exploded. A ringing sound pounded through his ears. Hiccup nearly staggered, unable to see. Toothless shrieked from the impact. Still Hiccup ran._

_One thing about boys who wandered in the woods; they easily blended in. So Hiccup blended in, going off the path. It came easily, thanks to Old Wrinkly. The Outcasts followed, however, as if they studied all of Old Wrinkly's tricks from a textbook. They reduced his lead. Hiccup's sluggish footsteps didn't help._

"H-Hiccup?" _Toothless flew from under the dented helmet, making Hiccup's head spin._ "W-what's going on?"

"Outcasts," _Hiccup whispered, feeling nauseous. The helmet slipped over his eyes. He took it off and winced at the large dent._

_They want me alive, he thought. But this blow would have killed me if Mom's helmet hadn't protected me. Gods, I've killed a man. I've killed TWO men-_

_He retched, and the sound alerted nearby Outcasts. Toothless spotted them._

"T-t-Toothless w-will f-fight!" _He announced. _"G-go, H-hiccup! L-let T-t-t-oothless b-be a h-hero!"

_There hadn't been time to stop his dragon. Hiccup felt his consciousness fading. He reached feebly when he heard a bola snag his dragon, unsure which direction was which._

_His brain, despite the heavy blow, came up with an idea. He staggered to a hollow and dropped the helmet there. He gave a silent apology to his father, who had given the headgear as a priceless heirloom. Then he ran in the opposite direction. Nausea crippled his gait._

_The Outcasts didn't nab him immediately. He made it ten paces before a bola snagged him. It had been a bola of cruel make, with two pairs of rock and ropes instead of the usual single pair. It wrapped around his arms and legs and knocked him to the ground. They had pounced like wolves. _

_"Windwalker! HELP!" He tried to cry out, before they wrapped him in tarp. Their menacing eyes made their mark, however, and followed him into unconsciousness._

Now that Hiccup remembered, awakened and wrapped in stained white cloth, he felt himself turn red. Vikings did not call for help. They fought to the death or won.

Except the Outcasts hadn't wanted Hiccup dead, and he certainly hadn't won.

* * *

><p>Stoick didn't panic. Not at first. He was the chief, after all and chiefs don't panic. He listened to Astrid, and then to her translation of Windwalker's words. He held Hiccup's helmet, traced his fingers over the dent. His stomach threatened to drop into his skivvies, as Gobber would say.<p>

He should have checked to see that Hiccup was home, but he had arrived late at night, after negotiating truce between feuding newlyweds, and had all but collapsed into bed. It wasn't until morning that he had realized that Toothless hadn't been chittering in Dragonese as usual, asking to go to the bathroom or to have oysters for a midnight snack. Windwalker hadn't been in the house either, though he had sometimes gone out for midnight flights.

"We'll check the cove, and the hollow where you found this," Stoick said. "For all we know, Hiccup escaped whatever attacked him."

He tried not to say how much seeing the helmet frightened him. Call Stoick superstitious, but he believed that carrying a piece of Val kept her close, even with her gone for years. Her helmet had protected Hiccup from the dragon queen, and it must have saved his life now. They'd find his son, bandage his head, and have a laugh about a midnight panic.

If only there had been anything funny about that morning.

He flew Thornado, with Windwalker taking the lead and Astrid in the rear. They saw the signs of struggle from the air. Charred grass, fallen rocks in the cove. The pond severely depleted. Dried blood around the fort, which had been smashed to bits. Crushed grass around the blood. Smaller footprints, first quick and then uneven, went into the woods.

Stoick took it all in. Then he ordered Thornado to land, before tearing off into the woods after the footprints, calling for his son, knowing it was too late, that whoever had taken Hiccup had left Berk hours ago.

It was his fault. If he hadn't exposed the cove with Thornado's help, the Outcasts wouldn't have found Hiccup, if it were Outcasts. If he hadn't panicked at the thought of his son disappearing into the trees, hiding out for days at a time and risking his life-

The exposure had meant nothing. Hiccup had vanished in the evening, according to Astrid, and he had still gotten in danger. He must have put up a struggle, or the Outcasts wouldn't have left such a huge mess behind them, but a struggle hadn't guaranteed escape.

Windwalker found the tree hollow where Hiccup had placed the helmet. His black snout pointed toward it, quivering with anger and fear. Stoick, who had tried to ride Windwalker and could never connect with him, felt himself understanding the feelings tearing through the unholy offspring of lightning and death. If only he had noticed that Hiccup wasn't in bed. If only Windwalker hadn't chosen to fly at night instead of staying with Hiccup during the day.

The Night Fury started to mutter in Dragonese. Stoick didn't understand the nuances but got the gist: _"Stupid kid. Too small to be alone. Was trying to protect you."_

"So was I," Stoick whispered in English. Windwalker turned to him. "I was trying to protect him."

Of course, it was hard to collar and leash a wild boar, even if the wild boar had grown up among common swine. Hiccup was used to his freedom, Stoick knew, and to having all the time in the world to himself. He had known that, gods damn him, and he had still tried to know where he was all the time.

He gathered his emotions in his mouth and swallowed them. Astrid stood, waiting.

"They've probably reached Outcast Island by now, if they've sailed through the night. They think they're beyond our reach," he said to her. "Which means the most important thing is flying there as soon as possible, with reinforcements, to invaded and bring back my son. Alvin is not known for his mercy."

The problem was that Outcast Island was large. Unreasonably large for the Viking scum. They'd have to scour it quickly to find Hiccup.

He'd worry about that later. The most important thing was mobilizing the dragon riders. Stoick sensed what Alvin wanted, besides revenge for his banishment. He had sought the Dragon Conqueror when he last invaded Berk, and certainly not to invite Hiccup to tea.

Alvin wanted control over the dragons, so that he could destroy Berk. He wanted twenty years worth of revenge on Stoick the Vast.

* * *

><p>The longer Hiccup struggled, the more consciousness he regained, in little bits. They had cut away the rock part of the bola, and retied the ropes on his upper body; he knew because the crisscross was different than from what he remembered in the woods. He didn't realize why, however, until he tried to reach for a knife, to cut through and only felt tunic with his bound hands. He gasped.<p>

They had taken away his vest which, because of its thick fur, was able to hide numerous pockets that held various knives, tools, and even his notebook. Hiccup would have had two knives left, but now he didn't know where they were.

The Outcasts had done a number of him; they obviously didn't forgive him for the knifing, or for outsmarting them on Dragon Island. Hiccup gritted his teeth.

_Alvin's not stupid then. He learns from his mistakes. And so do his men._

He felt an Outcast pick up his dead weight. A strong scent of moldy rocks filled the air. He thrashed and tried to call for Toothless, but when he heard the Terror's screech, it was from far away. The screech grew fainter, even as Hiccup tried to cry out louder despite the laughter. The Outcast carrying his form jostled him and the tarp. Savage barked orders with a screeching, cruel tone.

_I did get him in the eye. Gods, why couldn't the knife have killed him?_

Quite abruptly, the filtered sunlight that came through the tarp vanished when the ground sloped downward. Given by the darkness, Hiccup assumed that they had entered a cave. The jostles grew stronger, as did the painful vibrations that ran through his body, and he couldn't do a thing about it.

_If they ever retie me, I need to make sure the ropes are loose. That way I have half a chance. Then I need to find Toothless, and a dragon to ride._

A door swung open. It had been recently oiled, because it smelled of yak fat. The Outcast holding him stopped and bent down. Hiccup yelped as he felt himself thrown onto a hard stone floor. Thick hands, about four of them, untied the tarp, leaving him on the ground. He had to gasp, because the air was cold despite the dampness.

They had dropped him into a prison cell. It was round cell dug into a tunnel, while torches gleamed on the wall.

As he had deduced, three Outcasts looked down on him, with the cell door open. Savage had a thick cloth slapped to his eye, the one that Hiccup had stabbed; he looked at the boy coldly, savoring each scrape and rope burn. After tying the cloth to his face, he bent, with an angry grimace. A small knife with a thick blade appeared in his hand, about as long as a Nightmare's claw.

Hiccup braced himself. If Savage had wanted Hiccup dead, he would have left the boy's corpse in the Berk woods. As long as Toothless was safe, Hiccup would withstand whatever torture they inflicted.

Of course, Toothless may have been killed. But Hiccup wasn't ready to consider that possibility.

The blade shot towards his legs. They cut through the ropes but left his hands tied behind him. His limbs tingled and ached from bruises that the bola stones had left. Savage grimaced as he grabbed Hiccup's shoulders, pulling him up. He was on his knees now, bending over.

Hiccup bore it, silently, though his face started to go red. He had never felt more helpless, except for the tarp ride. He bit his lip against the pain, waited for Savage to take more rope from a waiting Outcast. Even if he managed to squeeze past three grown men who could overtake him easily, with bound hands and numb legs, there was the problem of being on a hostile island and not knowing where his dragon was. With his ringing head and tingling limbs, it was best to save his strength and wait.

"If you were a normal Viking, we'd be using shackles." Savage tried to drawl. His anger undercut the insult, making it more terrifying than hurtful. "Of course, you'd have shouted something defiant and probably insulted my mother if you were typical warrior instead of a runt."

_Yeah. Except I never will be a normal Viking, my wrists are too small for shackles, and I don't insult mothers._

Savage wrapped one piece of long rope around Hiccup's neck and tied the other end to an iron hook on the wall. Hiccup tried not to think of his complete inability to escape now, or the reasons for the loose circle of rope resting against his sweat-drenched tunic.

_Either he plans to strangling me by "accident", or the Outcasts are going to treat me as thrall, as the prisoners of war who become slaves. Only those prisoners aren't chief's sons, most of the time, and they're subject to their masters' cruel whims. Berk doesn't keep thrall anymore for a reason._

Savage pressed the same blade against Hiccup's left eye, interrupting the boy's silent prayer. The knife was cold, and covered in rope threats. The sharps edges cut into Hiccup's skin.

He grinned without humor, noting how Hiccup flinched. A large fist grabbed the boy's shoulder forcing him still.

"Not so fun when the boot's on the other foot, eh? You owe me an eye; ever hear how people used to repay those?"

Hiccup tried to close his left eye but couldn't with the blade pressed against it. Calm dignity overlapped with fear. He was not going to beg. He was not going to struggle.

"Now now, Savage. You were blind enough with two eyes as it is. The boy did you a favor." Alvin's chides were calm, as if he were calming a child having a tantrum.

Savage scowled, released his hold, and stood up. He played with the blade.

"I must say, not many ordinary boys could kill two men and blind another, while leading them on a merry chase through the woods." Alvin sounded impressed, almost gleeful. "Such a large amount of bloodshed for such a small runt."

Hiccup felt himself drawing back from the larger man. Nausea built in his stomach again, perhaps from his wound. Alvin's calm tone was a cover, a filigree sheath for the dagger within his words. He was angry, but he wasn't going to reveal he was angry or any sign of weakness till he had what he wanted.

"I underestimated him," Savage said. "Any one of us would have. He didn't put up a fight the first time."

Hiccup swallowed against the nausea. He had meant to kill those men. He had. But he still regretted it, the sickening sensation of losing his blades to their bony foreheads, knowing that he had taken life in self-defense.

"No matter. The bodies were disposed of?"

"Easily. We had to use the bola rocks to sink them."

"Excellent." Alvin reached for the rope that tethered Hiccup's hands to the wall. He untied it - a simple slip knot, Hiccup thought - and pulled the boy up. Hiccup gasped as his knees buckled. Only the Outcast's grip on the rope kept him upright.

"We got off on the wrong foot," Alvin went on, smiling. He was like the dragon queen, sensing Hiccup's fear. "Surely you understand that we only wanted assistance here, with the dragons. They are extremely difficult, always raiding and setting our huts on fire."

_Liar_, Hiccup thought, facing Alvin with a brazen, hateful expression._ You could have asked nicely if you wanted help with the dragons. And you didn't have to take me, because you didn't believe I could train dragons. You took me because you knew it would hurt my dad, even though his name is Stoick for a reason and he only recently started paying attention._

Hiccup didn't actually say any of this because when he was cornered, like when Astrid had cornered him by the dragon cages, his throat stopped working. Not a sound would leave his mouth. If he tried to talk, the way he had attempted with Astrid, pathetic squeaks would come out at the best.

"Why don't I show you the problems we've been having, so you can get some perspective?"

Hiccup would have liked to refuse but Alvin didn't give him a choice. The Outcast untied the second slipknot and tossed the boy to Savage, who grabbed the tethers. Hiccup felt a sword press into his back, the pointed edge promising no mercy if he tried to move away. Not that he expected mercy from two hostile men that wanted revenge on Berk.

Alvin pulled out a small flask from his belt. It sloshed as he opened it, gave off a smoke-like scent. Alvin held it in the air and let several oily drops fall between his lips. The stench made Hiccup's head spin. That was not a good liquid, whatever it was, and didn't even carry the typical fumes of mead or ale.

"This will make things easier for the lot of us," Alvin said, coming closer. "I'd advise you to swallow it quickly, or we'll have to force it down. That way is much more uncomfortable, I assure you."

He couldn't have resisted, bound and semiconscious as he was. Savage gripped Hiccup's head, where the painful lump was, and pulled it back. His mouth opened, to issue a small gasp, and Alvin let the liquid pour into his mouth. He gagged as the smoky liquid went down his throat, not needing him to swallow. The room started to sway back and forth, as smoke filled his insides.

"That'll do," Alvin said when Hiccup's vision cleared. "Now come along."

The sword jabbed Hiccup forward, and he stumbled, trying not to cough. If he didn't walk properly now, they'd probably carry him again, and Hiccup wasn't about to let that happen. On two legs, he'd have a chance to run if he had to, or to make a break for it.

He tried not to think about the foul taste in his mouth, the one of rotting herbs and scorched grass. His insides were cold, chilled to the bone, but Alvin had taken the same liquid and seemed to suffer no ill effects. It wasn't poison, that much Hiccup knew, but it wasn't a good thing.

He made an effort to walk steadily, to not make eye contact. As long as he knew Toothless was fine, he could plan their escape.

* * *

><p>Windwalker prowled the edges of the village, waiting for the humans to make their arrangements. He was itching to get into the air and fly to Outcast Island, and snatch Hiccup away to safety. That was the dragon way, to leap into battle without a moment's notice, to protect the ones that you loved.<p>

That was why he had been out last night, prowling the distant shores. Windwalker had smelled his enemy, a hated dragon, and had sought him out. There had been a battle or two, but Windwalker had won each one. Still, his enemy wouldn't back down.

They had learned to hate each other when the queen had released Windwalker from her thralldom for occasional breaks, to allow him to rest after every raid, to brood about every human life he had taken. His enemy was her kin, could withstand the thrall and killed for the fun of it, and had tried to enthrall Windwalker with tales of carnage and gore. Windwalker had threatened to eat his enemy several times. The beast had not enjoyed hearing this sentiment, and swore that Windwalker and he were bitter rivals. Windwalker had treated the spiny worm as an annoying pest, not deeming him worth fighting to the death.

Now, Windwalker hated not going by the dragon way. If not for his healthy respect for Hiccup's father and for Astrid, he would have taken off by himself, to find his boy and yes, that annoying little Terror called Toothless. The chief wanted to make sure the village was in order, and Astrid had gone to gather the other riders. Outcasts would know how to fight dragons, and the riders needed strength in numbers.

He remembered the day that Hiccup had freed him from the queen's thralldom. It had been a clear night, perfect weather for a raid. Windwalker had been particularly elusive, because the queen had ordered him to get rid of the thing that was reducing her armies. She hadn't known what the thing was, only that it was out there, and it was on this strange island. He had fired, flew, and fled.

A shadow had covered him, that day when the moon was half-eaten. A Monstrous Nightmare was above him, with a green Terrible Terror. Windwalker had paused, frowning.

_"What are you doing?"_ he had asked.

The Nightmare hadn't answered. The Terror had dive-bombed the Night Fury, screeching rude insults. That had infuriated the black dragon, so that he twisted to chase the little pest. Only then something just as small landed on the Night Fury's back, startling him. He had thrashed against this new weight, roaring at the deception.

_"It's all right. I'm not going to hurt you."_ Soft hisses, whispered in Dragonese. _"You're free."_

Those few words snapped Windwalker out of the queen's thralldom. He hovered, wings beating, hearing his thoughts for the first times in decades. The weight on his back adjusted.

The small human had kept speaking to him in Dragonese, telling him he could land. The boy's name was Hiccup, and he was going to free all the dragons.

Windwalker had landed awkwardly in that burning village. The humans had surrounded him. Hiccup asked for permission to give the Night Fury a name, to call him something magnificent. He was so polite when asking, and so the nameless dragon became Windwalker. This name gave him power, because the Night Fury knew that he could walk on the wind, that he was the fastest flier, and that he did not bow to the Northern gusts.

Hiccup recognized that Windwalker was not just a killing machine, or the fastest dragon for the queen's raids. The boy had seen a weary, tired soul within the black scales. Windwalker had repaid Hiccup with loyalty, and with concern for the boy's safety. Hiccup for all his caution never seemed to realize that few wilder dragons would listen to one soft-spoken human, or that the woods would not always shelter him.

The bearded smith came to the chief. Windwalker knew Gobber, who was kind and let the dragon sleep next to his large fire. He said a name that made Windwalker flatten his ears and growl.

"Strangest thing at Mildew's place. It's all cleared out. No sign of him."

Mildew. Windwalker growled again. Stoick and Gobber looked up, and saw the hostility in the dragon's eyes.

"Ho boy. Maybe I should have come by earlier?" Gobber asked, remembering that Windwalker could understand most Norse.

"It may be nothing," Stoick said in clear Norse. "Mildew may have decided to relocate."

"_Liar," _Windwalker responded. _"You know that the smelly old man has something to do with Hiccup's disappearance."_

Fishlegs, who was saddling up Meatlug with provisions, couldn't help but giggle. He understood Windwalker too well.

"That man is a smelly brute," Meatlug agreed. _"Not like my huge, lovely rider."_

"_That's my girl."_ Fishlegs patted her. She shifted her brown body so that he could sling saddle bags down her side.

"_Can we just get moving?"_ Hookfang growled, as he swung his head back and forth. _"I don't like the idea of sitting here and waiting, while the Dragon Whisperer is in the enemy's hands." _

"_I'm with Stupid Red,"_ the Zippleback heads Barf and Belch chorused. The twins added their laughter.

"_Stupid Red?"_ The Nightmare raged at them._ "The boy chose me first, if you recall. We would have not freed Windwalker if not for me!"_

"_And I'm eternally grateful," _Windwalker interjected sarcastically, getting between the dragons. _"We don't have time for this. The men that took my human knew to take Toothless with them. That means they know how much the green little pest means to the boy."_

The humans went silent. As least, Astrid did, as did Fishlegs. Snotlout and the twins started to bicker, before Stoick's glare silenced the trio.

"_Windwalker."_ Astrid dismounted Stormfly, and approached the Night Fury. He let her scratch his ears. Astrid was a smart rider, and a worthy leader of the Academy. Hiccup wouldn't elaborate on why he didn't see the yellow-haired girl as a suitable mate.

"_The Outcast will hurt my boy,"_ he responded. _"And it's Mildew's fault."_

"_It probably is." _She kept stroking him, as Stormfly watched. _"But we can't lose our heads. Hiccup wouldn't want us to panic." _

He let her hands run over his head, and heeded her words. His heartbeat slowed.

Stoick finished talking to Gobber. He then talked to another Viking, presumably Snotlout's father, given the two's similar scents.

"Spitelout, you're in charge," Stoick said. "Don't you dare start a mutiny while I'm gone."

"Dear Brother, I'll be sure to rouse the common yak farmers for a proper revolt," Spitelout retorted.

Then Hiccup's father mounted Thornado and gave the order to fly.

"We should reach Outcast Island by midday!" He told the riders. "But we have to be wary; Alvin will expect an attack from the air and Hiccup is his hostage. At best, he will negotiate for Hiccup's life; and at worst . . "

"He won't negotiate?" Fishlegs ventured.

"Exactly," the chief said. "Time will be short, and we will gather as much information on the way, to find out precisely where they're keeping Hiccup and how strongly they're guarding him."

"Are we going to blow up Outcasts?" Tuffnut asked.

"Once we have Hiccup, we can blow up as many Outcasts as we like."

"All right!" He high-fived his twin.

"Any other questions?"

"Just one." Snotlout raised his hand. "How are we going to gather information up in the air? Not like Outcasts hang around the clouds."

Stoick gave a wild, humorless grin.

"We'll be sure to put one in the sky."

* * *

><p>It was a long walk to the prison with the dragon cages underground. Alvin took the lead, Hiccup was in the middle, and Savage made him walk forward from behind.<p>

They weren't cages, but holes cut into the rock walls with bars over them, much like Hiccup's jail cell but tailored for each dragon. Most of the winged reptiles recognized Hiccup's smell, from the day that he had spoken to the queen, when they had fled her control. The good news was that these dragons knew that Hiccup meant well, and thus could aid him in an escape plan.

In his heart, Hiccup had an unfortunate soft spot for helpless dragons. He couldn't leave any of them to rot in their cages, even though he was as bound and helpless and they were. If he came up with a plan, they had to escape with him. This was going to be harder than teaching Stoick to ride a Thunderdrum.

Hiccup staggered because having his hands bound wrecked his balance. He tried to call out to the distressed Nadders, only to find Savage's sword tip jabbing into his back and the rope collar choking him. He grunted and stumbled. A yellow Nadder screeched with horror.

"Speak a word of Dragonese, and you'll find yourself without a tongue," Savage snarled, shoving him forward.

Hiccup kept his eyes on the cages. He counted about ten Nadders, four stubborn Monstrous Nightmares, and eight Gronckles. No Thunderdrums, which he supposed was good for the Thunderdrums, and no Terrible Terrors. Alvin was talking about a new job for Hiccup, something about taming these beasts. Hiccup kept his eyes on the dragons; much as he wanted to defiantly refuse the job, instinct told him to wait until they came to Toothless. Then Hiccup could see what the consequences were.

One of the captured beasts startled him; it was a dragon covered in spines, and it made a strange swiveling sound, as if it were rubbing half a dozen knives against a grindstone. The Outcasts had chained it to the solid rock wall, but it kept diving in and out of the black dirt, charging towards the bars.

"Whispering Death," Hiccup said, recognizing the dragon from Gobber's manual.

The dragon's white eyes caught sight of him, and it frothed at the mouth. Hatred radiated from its spines.

"_NIGHT FURY!"_ It screeched, and charged toward the bars. Hiccup gave a strangled squeak as several spines and fire shot towards him. Savage pulled the boy out of range, choking him. The Whispering Death's screeches followed them.

"_YOU REEK OF THE NIGHT FURY; YOU HAVE RIDDEN HIM, HIDEOUS COMMON PET BLISTER ON THE DRAGON SKIN-"_

"What are you talking about?!" Hiccup cried out. He hadn't met a Whispering Death before. Its hatred terrified him, because the queen had hated Hiccup like that in her last moments. She had had a reason at least, but this Whispering Death didn't.

He expected Savage to choke him again, but Savage only made him march past the Whispering Death's cage. Instinct told Hiccup that this was very odd, inconsistent behavior, though Hiccup had spoken in Norse and not Dragonese.

"Wait," he said, his brow knitting, "I just talked in Norse without stammering. How in the-"

Hiccup stopped abruptly, in front of the next cage. The creature inside gargled water, prepared to spray nearby humans. Then Hiccup met its eyes, and it looked shocked.

"They got you too?!" Hiccup exclaimed, recognizing the Scauldron. It had been the same one that had wanted to bite Mildew, and had given its venom to Hiccup, so that they could cure the other dragons from the poisonous flowers.

The Scauldron swallowed and dipped its neck, looking sheepish.

"_The tail-mangled oleanders," _it said._ "These men knew I liked those flowers, and they set a trap. They were not as kind about needing my poison as you were, and they locked me up here. I've been burning them with my water every time they approach."_

"Keep doing that," Hiccup said, shaken to find himself speaking clear Norse. "Don't break. Have you seen Toothless?"

"You'll see your dragon soon enough," Alvin broke in. "Don't you worry."

Savage yanked Hiccup away as the boy tried to talk with the dragon further.

"_The little green one lives, but beware of these smelly men!"_ The Scauldron called._ "Their leader, he knows your methods-"_

Alvin's hand dug into Hiccup's shoulder, distracting him from the dragon's warning. How different the hand was from his father's, much greasier and with sharper fingernails. Hiccup found himself making eye contact, and he glared.

"Let's not stop now, Hiccup," Alvin said. "You haven't even seen the greatest cage of them all. Ought to familiarize yourself with this place, if you're going to be working here."

"You're wasting your time," Hiccup snapped. "None of these dragons want to be trained, and you intend to build a slave army of violent, angry dragons, what with imprisoning Scauldrons and Nadders underground when they need sunlight . . . " he trailed off, and would have clutched his throat to stop talking if his hands weren't bound. As it were, his thoughts ran out of his mouth without a filter.

"Why am I able to talk, and so quickly? I should be stammering by now. You're not surprised, so you've obviously expected this to happen." His tone was frightened, as he took in Alvin's satisfied smirk. "Gods, this has never happened before. If I were going to spill my lungs, I'd rather if I weren't spilling them in front of a murderous psychopath. Shut up, Hiccup. Shut up. It was that drink you gave me. But you also drank it so you must either be really arrogant or have developed an immunity because you're a liar, which I'd expect with your name being Treacherous-"

He finally managed to clamp teeth down onto his tongue. Alvin's expression had darkened with each insult, but the Outcast maintained control over his temper.

"Honestly thought that we'd trust a silent, smart lad? Better to know everything that you're thinking, including if you had found a way to escape or planned to lie to us, the way you did when we first met. Why DID you lie then?"

Hiccup's tongue escaped his teeth.

"I didn't lie," he protested, trying to stop himself. "I did defeat the dragon queen, and the dragons left Berk because they were able to communicate that they didn't want to live with Vikings. I merely took advantage of the fact that no one would believe me. It wasn't my fault if you didn't see the truth standing right in front of you."

The answer stopped there, thank merciful Thor. Hiccup was able to fall silent, gazing at Alvin with undisguised hatred. Alvin kept his grip on Hiccup's shoulder.

"You seemed pretty confident that we would make that mistake," Alvin remarked. "What would you have done if we had believed you and not brought you to Dragon Island?"

A good question. Hiccup actually hadn't had a backup plan for that situation. His brain had the answer, however.

"I would have killed you. I would have put a knife between your eyes, the way I killed your men last night, without a single drop of remorse. Then I would have found a dragon and asked it for a ride back to Berk, to defeat the invasion and wipe out every one of you."

He didn't see the blow coming. Alvin's fist crashed into his cheek, and Hiccup crashed into fell against the Outcast's torso, sword grazing his side. If the sword had been an inch closer, Hiccup probably would have been impaled.

"I can see why you're quiet most of the time," Alvin remarked, his voice soft and angry. "Otherwise the other Berkians would've ripped you in half before you hit your eighth birthday. It's a good thing you didn't kill him now, Savage, or you would've also found a sword in your chest."

Savage pressed his sword harder into the boy's side, restraining the effort to leave a deeper slash. Hiccup's head spun, and he felt his stomach churn. A bruise bloomed on his cheek; he could feel pain spreading in that area, a taste of blood. He willed himself not to pass out.

"Potent stuff, essence of the Loki tree spores." The Outcast with his free hand patted the flask attached to his belt. The patting seemed to calm his temper. "When the spores are mixed with water and dissolved, they make quite an honest brew. I take it as a challenge to myself, to see if absolute honesty will do in a Treacherous. A chief also needs to be honest with himself, if he wants to be successful. But that's not important."

Hiccup flinched as the same hand that struck him grabbed his face; the bruise throbbed in protest. Alvin was enjoying this game far more than a sane Viking ought to, and sane Vikings aimed for violence on a regular basis.

"How about we continue our tour? We haven't even gotten to the best part." Alvin's smirk became a wide grin. "It's something a boy like you shouldn't miss, especially a clever one."

"I think I preferred it when you thought I was an embarrassment," Hiccup muttered. Alvin released his face, and Savage jabbed him.

Alvin led the way. They passed a female Changewing screeching for her eggs; if not for Savage hurrying him along to an empty cell, he would have stopped; Fishlegs had discovered that Changewings hunted in packs like wolves, and the mothers gathered to protect their children. Instead, the Outcast pressed him against another cage's cold bars, making him watch darkness instead of an angry mother dragon.

The empty cell was cold, with the door creaking wide open. At least, it looked empty, until Hiccup saw a swinging cage, one no bigger than a scrub bucket. It contained a sad-looking, muzzled dragon.

"Toothless!" Hiccup cried out; he tried to surge forward. Savage stopped him, twisting the rope around his neck.

"_Hiccup!" _The dragon swung the cage back and forth as it tried to escape. _"I h-heard h-h-h-him hit y-you! M-mean O-outcasts p-put p-p-poor Toothless i-in cage!" _

Toothless could still speak because the muzzle was a simple leather strap around his head, one that prevented fire. The cage served as a larger muzzle by simply constraining him. He was a trapped dragon, and an unhappy one.

Savage released the hold on Hiccup's neck. Hiccup gasped, hatred steaming through him. In addition to Toothless's cage, harness dangled from the wall, rattling faintly as it swung. There were at least six straps for an unwitting dragon, and a muzzle.

Hiccup bit his lip. If meant for a dragon, the straps would tie the wings down tightly, nearly cutting off circulation. The reptile would dangle and swing, fruitlessly trying to get free.

"We're saving this one for your Night Fury," Alvin announced. He went inside and demonstrated how the straps worked. "What do you think, Hiccup? Should we make any improvements?"

Hiccup had never felt more relieved to be ignorant. He had little knowledge of dragon restraints, apart from the muzzles they had used in case of emergency, and thus could not assist Alvin in this regard.

"Only a fool would try and imprison a Night Fury," he said coldly. "Windwalker would rather lose his wings than enter such a contraption."

"Windwalker. So that's his name?" Alvin acted curious, coming away from the harness. "A fitting title for a tame Outcast's dragon, once he learns to work with us."

Anger swept over Hiccup like a chilling tidal wave. He had last felt like this when Alvin had boasted about stabbing Hiccup's mother in the stomach, and that time he had vowed to annihilate the Outcast.

"Windwalker would never work with you. Dragons hate liars, and they hate lying tyrants even more. They will never serve in your army, not if you starved them for weeks, or even hand-fed them the finest cod."

Alvin's interest brought him out of the cell. He closed it, and approached Hiccup, who maintained his glare and kept his back straight.

"Dragons hate liars, eh?" Alvin leaned forward. "How do they know when a man is lying?"

"The heartbeat changes, as does the human scent," Hiccup answered, hating himself. "Dragons sense such changes, and thus they themselves are terrible liars. You not only have to tell the absolute truth in Dragonese - and it has to be Dragonese because otherwise they will not trust you - but you also have to surrender to the dragon's will. You have to place absolute trust in their decision to not kill you on the spot, since Vikings and dragons alike are taught to kill each other on sight."

"_S-stop it, H-h-hiccup!" _Toothless spluttered._ "D-don't t-t-tell him a-anything!"_

How long ago it seemed, that day Hiccup had stayed behind after facing the Zippleback in the Training Ring, to listen to the dragons. He was learning to understand the dragon's complaints and tried to apologize while both the dragon's heads had called him a liar.

Hiccup had returned to the cages, day after day. The Deadly Nadder, another proud beauty, had taught Hiccup about surrender. He had only gained her trust, and the trust of the others, when he had learned not just to speak Dragonese, but to speak with complete sincerity.

The larger man towered over Hiccup. Savage's grip tightened.

"This would explain how you manage to stretch the truth when you're able to talk," Alvin commented. "You haven't been able to lie properly since you learned to talk to dragons."

"That's right; I can't lie. A boy doesn't need to lie if the truth will serve him perfectly fine," Hiccup replied, unable to hide his disgust. "I managed to outwit you by telling the truth, so now you're taking no chances. Otherwise you wouldn't have used essence of the Loki tree on me. Not that that it will help you, because dragons also hate tyrants. They fought their queen's thralldom, and they'll fight you tooth and nail."

Alvin grabbed Hiccup's hair and yanked; the boy gave a small cry.

"Don't give me that, you little runt. Do you know what we will do if you do not train these dragons for me? Or if we cannot tame your Night Fury?"

"He's not my Night Fury, and it's obvious," Hiccup said, eyes watering. "You'll kill Toothless."

Alvin let go; Hiccup could not hide a sigh of relief. His vision was starting to waver again.

"I'll do more than kill that Terror. Every dragon here will be killed!"

Silence rang through the tunnel; the dragons stopped screeching. Hiccup looked up, disbelieving.

"What?"

"I'll kill every dragon we've captured for training." Alvin gave a nonchalant look at Hiccup's horrified face. "None of them are useful to me if we can't ride them."

Hiccup closed his eyes; the room swayed too much. Toothless was one thing, but the Scauldron with its flowers? The scared Changewing? All those Nadders? Their deaths couldn't weigh on his shoulders.

"Spill a single drop of dragon blood, and nothing I say will make a difference towards training them," he said through gritted teeth. "This is me helping you, because if I were a real Viking I'd let you slay them. Dragons know which Vikings are psychotic slayers, and they can smell the blood on your blades. Most of the wild ones left Berk because they could not live near human beings who had enjoyed killing them."

This was the complete truth. He opened his eyes.

"Your father killed as many dragons as the next Viking, and he rides a dragon," Alvin said. "How did he overcome that obstacle?"

"My father did not indulge in senseless killing," Hiccup said. "The only dragons captured were used for training, and he fought to protect the village. Even with that, most wild dragons would not ride him. I had to do a lot of mediation with the Thunderdrum who was attacking our fishing boats, because my father had to prove that he was a trustworthy rider."

Gods. Hiccup had to keep talking, to keep Alvin from reaching that next thought.

"I wouldn't recommend it, however, because you would have to treat a dragon as a friend, not a tool or a prize. If a dragon senses that you are lying, then he will eat you alive if he can, and no amount of damage control can change that."

"You seem to be implying that no dragon would ride with me," Alvin said; this sounded more like a threat than a statement. "Am I not a trustworthy Viking?"

"No," Hiccup said bluntly. "Your name is Alvin the Treacherous, and you commit regular acts of sadistic cruelty. Dragons have a fundamental sense of conscience and pride; they will not ally with monsters, tyrants, or monstrous tyrants even if you are honest about your intentions. No sane dragon would commit deliberate acts of cruelty."

Alvin raised a fist. Hiccup braced himself. Then the fist lowered.

"What if the dragon himself were monstrous? Would he ally with a Viking?"

"In theory, no," Hiccup choked, because he guessed what Alvin was thinking. "The only monstrous dragon I knew is dead."

Again, complete truth. The twins' Zippleback often burned down Berk, but that was more psychotic twins than psychotic dragon. They wouldn't succumb to senseless murder, not even for giggles.

"Alvin!" Another Outcast came in. He looked harried. "Our lookouts spotted Stoick and his dragon riders on the outskirts of the islands. They got Olaf and dropped him in the ocean."

That stopped the interrogation. Alvin paused, looking perplexed. The unfamiliar Outcast guard looked down at Hiccup with distaste, while Hiccup felt hope and terror. Hope that someone had found his dented helmet, and terror about what Alvin would do.

"If the boy's our hostage, we ought to keep him underground," the Outcast advised. "That way they can't steal him back-"

"I'm the one who gives orders," Alvin snapped.

"Get back to your post, and set up the defense in the north. I'll handle the boy."

The Outcast guard paused for a minute. Then he nodded, bowed with another distasteful look in Hiccup's direction, and swept away.

"Are we in the northern part of Outcast Island then?" Hiccup asked, sounding as innocuous as he could. If Alvin had taken the serum as well, surely he'd also have to answer truthfully.

"No! We are inland, near the volcano!" Alvin rounded on him and Savage. "They shouldn't have realized the boy was missing by now. Did you leave any traces behind on Berk?"

"Only a small fire in the cove," Savage replied, shaken. His hands squeezed Hiccup's bonds more tightly. "But we covered our tracks. We even wrapped him in tarp so that no tamed dragon could pick up his scent."

That explained why they had carried Hiccup in such a fashion, after securing him with the bola.

"What about you?" This question was directed at Hiccup. "Did you leave any sign that you had been taken?"

Hiccup pressed his lips together. He had already betrayed so much, but he was not going to betray this. Not while the answer hesitated to leave his mouth.

"Answer me!" The fist came crashing down again, this time on his forehead. Lights flashed in the corner of his eyes, as did pain.

After screaming, Hiccup collapsed to his knees; Savage let him fall, ropes burning. His knees collided painfully with the stone floor. Alvin grabbed him by the hair again, forcing him to meet the Outcast's eyes. The gesture seemed to change Alvin's thoughts for the worse.

"You're not wearing your helmet! What did you do with it?"

"Gods help me." The Loki tree serum wrenched a stream of mangled curses the low words from Hiccup's lips; he had to tell. His words started to slur, the harder he tried to fight his own body. He could feel the black liquid receding from his veins, however, and soon he would be stuttering and of no use to them.

"You've got all y'need to know-uh," he slurred. "You can't force me to talk to the dragons, and they'll know I'm communicating under coercion. If you have any survival instinct, you'd negoshate with m'father."

This stopped Alvin's rage, though he held on to Hiccup's hair. His face blurred in and out of focus.

"What is this? You're not going to beg for your life?"

"You're expecting me t' beg a mercy?" Hiccup asked, exasperated and barely conscious. "'m not dumb."

They pressed a flask to his lips; it wasn't the black liquid, however, but something that made his throat burn, and kept his eyesight steady. Hiccup's reanimated glare focused on the Outcast, but his anger remained cold. His words became crisp again.

"I'm going to kill you, Alvin. I'm more dangerous to you than any dragon or Viking will ever be, and I'm a threat to your men because I'm smarter than the lot and I have ample reason to grudge. I nearly killed you once, and I'll make sure you stay dead next time because an arrogant child-killer like you doesn't deserve to live. Last night I showed you I'm not to be trifled with, and I will murder your men day after day. There will be more funeral pyres, more blood spilled on this stone. Your men are insulted and afraid that a runt got the best of them, and they'll think you're weak for sparing me. I don't want to die, but one of us will have to. If I had what I wanted, I'd still be on Berk, and you'd be a pile of bones floating in the sea."

Alvin tossed him to the ground. Hiccup fell, and fought to get back to a sitting position. A sword came out and gleamed over his head.

"Do you feel the boy is a threat alive, Savage?" Alvin asked. "That he ought to be cut down like a common animal?"

"He took out my eye. I want to return the favor," Savage snarled. His sword came to rest on Hiccup's cheek, nearing the eye socket. Hiccup kept still, trying not to wince.

"Surely there are more entertaining and long-lasting means to achieving that goal? In my experience, eyes don't bleed for long, and if the boy is gravely injured, Stoick won't hold back with the dragons. Yet it seems that you want a sacrifice of some sort, to compensate for your troubles."

Hiccup did wince this time as Alvin clasped his hands together. So much for attempting to make Alvin forget about that bit. He was about to speak again, but Savage's sword jabbed at his throat.

"The boy is also too valuable to kill, for he is clever and observant. He merely has a defiant spirit and ideals that are not becoming of a runt. So how can I satisfy your bloodlust and keep him alive, Savage?"

"He likely won't survive our typical torture, since none of us are qualified surgeons," Savage said grudgingly. "What techniques do you know that won't kill him?"

The Outcast chief scratched his beard, as if making a show of pondering this important question. Hiccup did not like the smile that he saw spreading beneath that beard.

"I think I have something that will satisfy everyone," Alvin said. "One that will make the boy dead to other Vikings, not worth the fuss of a rescue, and that will make him useful to us. He will be less of a person than you are, and permanently handicapped. Why don't we go aboveground?"

At that moment, the black ice surged through Hiccup's body, making him shudder. Alvin barked an order, something about a blacksmith and brands. Savage hoisted the boy upward. Hiccup's eyes widened, and he tried to protest, but Savage's hand went over his mouth. Which didn't make sense, because they had been trying to get him to talk for the past hour.

"Oh, I didn't tell you about the side effects of Loki tree essence," Alvin said. "It leaves you with terrible convulsions that leave you unable to walk, moaning like a hungover dullard. I suffered quite a few of them when I started testing the serum on myself. We're doing you a favor, son, by carrying you; you won't be getting much of that later. Make sure he's quiet."

This last order was to Savage, who nodded grimly. Hiccup found his throat closing up again, so he couldn't make another defiant speech; large fingers stuffed a ball of cloth into his mouth. He choked on the cloth, and the rope tightened around his neck. The injuries from his head added up with the lack of oxygen and the shudders.

He didn't remember much of what happened after that: Alvin's hands barely shaking, the way he gave orders, laughter from his men. The brash entrance of sunlight, making everything appear in blazing blurs before vanishing when a smithy door slammed. His own struggles to breathe, and the muffled moans that came with each limb shaking.

The worst image Hiccup remembered was the glowing brand. It was a crude Slavemark, a curled S made to resemble a coiled dragon, handmade by the Outcasts. They forced him to his knees again and held his head tightly. HIs hands had remained bound behind his back, though they had removed rope from the neck. He had tried to scream then, the way he had screamed when he had realized that the Outcasts had taken Toothless, and horrid faces twisted with laughter. Alvin laughed hardest when the brand pressed against Hiccup's left cheek. There was a smell of burnt flesh, of coals smoldering over a fire. The fire seared into Hiccup's face, scorching his skin. He screamed despite the gag, writhing in pain.

_This isn't happening, this isn't happening! _He tried to cry out through the ball of cloth. _You can't do this! Vikings don't brand chief's sons with the Mark!_

Nothing he said or tried to say mattered; within minutes, his skin was burning, and he saw the brand dropped into a bucket of water. It was a quick affair that made Hiccup less than a person.

Alvin leaned and cupped his chin, jostling the burnt area on purpose. Hiccup had no defiance left in him, only that wide-eyed shock peculiar to small boys as Alvin looked into his eyes.

"I wonder what your father will think of this," Alvin tsked. "That his only living son went and got himself marked. Will he dare rescue you, as the most valuable slave in the Archipelago, now? Will he sacrifice the Viking way for his marked son?"

Hiccup had no response; he couldn't even think while staring into those wicked black eyes. The Mark burned against his face like an angry bee sting.

His luck had run out, in the span of a night and a day. A Slavemark transformed an ordinary human being into an instant slave, an outcast who wasn't even part of the Outcast Tribe; it stripped heirs of their birthright and foreigners of their freedom.

The shock didn't leave him. Neither did the pain. Hiccup had never been this helpless, not for such a long stretch of time, and not in the hands of enemies. He remained semi-conscious through the rest of that hour, barely reacting to when they cut the ropes from his hands and replaced them with shackles.

"The smith made them this morning," Alvin smirked, watching them drag him away. "They're just your size."

Many catastrophes had come to Berk, but none as large as this. For the first time, the island's heir had become a slave and a prisoner on enemy lines.

One thought remained in Hiccup's head, bouncing against his empty brain: his father was coming, and his friends were coming, unless the Outcast guards had been wrong. They had dragons, they had Windwalker on the prowl, and they had the chief of Berk riding a Thunderdrum. Stoick the Vast had nearly drowned Alvin the Treacherous for stealing his son from Berk once before.

_But would my father risk his life to rescue a slave?_


	4. Lying to Dragons: Useless Rescue

Windwalker did not like the turn of events. It wasn't just that the Outcast they had snagged in the air had lied to them- he had been expecting that- it was that the Outcast had refused to tell the truth. Stoick had taken the guard for a wild ride on Thornado, and still the Outcast stuck to his story that Hiccup was in the north. Not even a deep toss to the ocean changed things.

Stoick, despite knowing that the terrible island's north side probably held a trap and not a son, split up the group; he went to the north to draw Alvin's fire, and sent Astrid and Fishlegs with Windwalker south. The twins and Snotlout went with Stoick, ostensibly to cause a distraction and as much destruction as possible. Thornado and the twins' dragon promised to protect their humans as best as possible.

Alvin's men would be free to unleash their catapults and flaming arrows, to pick off the riders one by one; Windwalker had seen it happen before on other islands. They would be better off finding one of the mellower wild dragons and asking him if he had smelled strange.

The Night Fury had protested Stoick's command and Astrid had translated, but the chief's orders vetoed any reasonable concerns. Windwalker could only offer a human-like curse in Dragonese- Hiccup was a bad influence on him- as he went with the Gronckle and Nadder that Astrid and Fishlegs rode. Meatlug offered words of support, and Stormfly wished to discuss battle strategies.

"_Why did he go off into the woods on his own?" _Windwalker asked for the tenth time that morning. _"If not for the helmet, we may have not noticed him missing for days. What could have made him ignore self-preservation and common sense?"_

"_Habit,"_ Meatlug responded. _"He always liked walking there, in the days before you knew him. The woods were his sanctuary." _

"_He is very much like a wild dragon; he needs freedom in which to wander," _Stormfly said. _"Others could not find him in the woods, until last night, and he obviously wanted time to think. Our riders and we were pondering ways to get rid of the smelly man, and he was attempting to mediate."_

Astrid stiffened. Windwalker turned to her as he increased his flapping. The rocks and trees below them looked dead, as if they had all been struck with lightning.

"_Did you all make him angry, or question his judgment?" _he asked bluntly.

Astrid nodded. She looked guilty as she scanned the ground.

"_We were just talking about Mildew_," Fishlegs said. _"We weren't insulting Hiccup. He was just . . . trying to be reasonable."_

"_I should have guessed."_ Windwalker had learned that Hiccup was a clever, small human, but like all humans he was prone to irrational behavior when facing sheer stupid conversation, or people questioning his judgment. The Night Fury knew that the other riders had been similarly angry about the poisonous flowers, and that must have been why they hadn't thought to see if Hiccup were missing from the large dinner in the banquet hall.

An awkward silence followed; Windwalker had nothing to say to the humans. He was berating himself, also, for not being there in the morning. Yes, he had been scouring the skies for his enemy, but what did it matter if his nemesis were out there when terrible humans had stolen his Hiccup? At least if Windwalker had given up the search for the day, Hiccup wouldn't have been alone with the green pest in that burnt cove.

It was almost a relief when the enemy attacked; battle necessitated minimal communication. They had passed over the village that occupied the rocky Island, and the men there got on the defensive. The Outcasts were ready with flaming catapult, and arrows. Several even started a bonfire.

Stormfly and Meatlug were blinded, but Windwalker merely screeched. The echoes bounced off the men and village below, so that he got a visual cue of who and were standing, sitting, or rolling along. Quite a few dodged by locking themselves in the wooden buildings, or diving under nooks and crannies in the rocks.

The next part was fledgling's play: Windwalker was made to destroy human weapons under the cover of darkness. He unleashed his fury on the catapults, firing blast after blast and darting through the sky.

"_Take to the air!" _he roared at the other dragons. _"I will destroy them personally! When I give the signal, clear the smoke!"_

They obeyed, against Fishlegs and Astrid's protests, soaring higher. Windwalker kept firing, soon not distinguishing the targets as human or weapon. He rolled out of the way of flaming rocks and arrows, almost swimming in the air to get good aim. He had forgotten how to do this without a rider, without worrying about dropping Hiccup . . .

_Hiccup. They had to find his boy. _

It was a pleasure to see that the Outcast's smoke, meant to confuse him, had ended up confusing its creators and aiding him; Windwalker used it as he would have once used natural darkness. The archers he hit with precise fireballs, in return for their piercing arrows. There were about twenty of them, and he took them all down. The rest were the guards at the flaming catapults. He had used up most of his fire.

Windwalker's eyes grew large with concern, as a strange scent hit his nostrils. Something told him that Hiccup had recently been nearby, but it didn't smell like his boy, not exactly. He then caught a different scent, one that made his ears prickle and his eyes go wild. His enemy was on this island!

He became more ruthless with the guards, taking out their catapults. He ran them down, burning them.

"_Windwalker!"_ Astrid called. _"Stop!"_

He couldn't stop, not with the reek betrayed his worst fears. His jaws opened to snarl and fire. More Outcasts kept coming, but they seemed to realize that nothing would stop the wild dragon. They sounded a horn for the retreat, leaving their wounded behind.

Astrid and Fishlegs hovered down on their dragons, Fishlegs whimpering on top of Meatlug as they noted the charred bone and blood that Windwalker had spread.

"_What in Thor's name got into you?"_ Astrid hissed as she went to finish off the few bodies that were breathing.

Windwalker sniffed the air desperately. Then he soared away, leaving the dragons with riders behind.

* * *

><p>Hiccup turned his head, though it was hard to move. He was back in his previous underground cell, forced to stand on both feet. Sweat clung to his flushed, burned face, and caught the grime from the wall. The collar around his neck, another new bracelet, connected with the shackles around his small wrists. The Outcasts had then raised the shackles above Hiccup's head and chained them to the ring in the cell wall; he could bend his knees but barely breathe. Alvin had told Hiccup that they'd release him when every dragon rider from Berk had fallen. Hiccup, still in shock and gagged, had not responded.<p>

That in itself he could have borne, given time to spit out the cloth and to think of how to escape chains, if he had not heard Alvin hiss to a large, rattling figure. It was the Whispering Death, twisting in on itself, coiling around effortlessly like a sea serpent. Alvin's Dragonese was slow and forced, but he got the point across: _guard the boy, and you will have vengeance on the Night Fury_.

The Outcast chief could only have learned Dragonese from one of Hiccup's books, the easy manuals that his dad had made him stash in the Academy, or from a fluent Berkian.

_Dad made me promise to note trade the books to a random traveler, in a case that a less scrupulous Viking would use Dragonese for war, but only Berkians know about the manuals-_

Mildew's appearance confirmed the worst of Hiccup's suspicions. The old man leaned on his cane, gesticulating wildly to the dragon, and to Alvin. A sheep twined around the old man's legs, bleating occasionally. The rattles drowned out their conversation, but it was clear that Mildew had not been expecting the Slavemark.

_Well, what were you expecting; that he'd give me a clean beheading?_ Hiccup thought, with sudden anger._ Or a neat stab to the stomach?_

Hiccup sucked in his breath and spat the cloth out. It fluttered to the ground. His mouth was dry, so he couldn't say much. Taking several deep breaths, he tried to think.

Alvin punched Mildew; there was a thunking sound as a fist connected with the elder Viking's helmet. The old man reeled, his sheep bleating in alarm, and Alvin left him prone on the ground; the Whispering Death remained. Mildew turned, and met Hiccup's eyes; he had a frightened look on seeing the betrayed, blazing hatred on the boy's face.

_You sold me out to the Outcasts, Berk's worst enemies! I trusted you! I tried to accommodate your needs, to make life easier, and you betrayed me! Son of a half-troll! _

Hiccup could say none of these things, however, because of his stammering and dry throat. Instead, taking a deep breath and locking eyes with the old man, he only said two words.

"Get out." His voice was raspy.

Mildew opened his mouth to say something, perhaps an apology or an explanation. Or, with the way his eyes started to narrow, he was going to accuse Hiccup of bringing this fate on himself for loving dragons-

"Get out, traitor!" Hiccup shouted; with a voice like sandpaper. He was shaking with pure anger, straining against the shackles.

The old man straightened, using his cane, when the Whispering Death approached. It brought its jaws close to his face, wrapping its tail around the sheep. Its eyes widened.

"_The weak hatchling made his wishes very clear," _it hissed at him._ "I will make sure he has good company."_

Mildew didn't speak Dragonese, but he backed away. When the dragon released the sheep, Fungus followed at a clipping trot. Hiccup glared at Mildew until the old man's figure receded. The Whispering Death coiled around the outside of Hiccup's cell.

"_How strange and fickle time is,"_ it purred. _"Only a few hours ago our positions were quite reversed. I have to thank you for this turn of events."_

"_A few hours later and we're still prisoners," _Hiccup coughed in Dragonese. _"Leave the island while you can, and warn all the wild dragons nearby so you don't get recruited."_

"_And what about you? You're not going to ask me to assist you?"  
>"If you wanted to bite off these chains you would have done so already." <em>Hiccup tried to shake the neck collar's weight off him._ "You enjoy seeing me here. That doesn't matter; whatever Alvin has promised so that you stay, he will renege on it." _

"_Ah, but I have a good reason to stay, small human."_ The Whispering Death burrowed into the ground outside the cell, before popping up several feet from Hiccup's standing figure. Hiccup turned his head to avoid the blast of dirt that followed.

"_You hate Night Furies. I got that much from your ranting and raving,"_ he said with closed eyes.

"_There is only one 'Night Fury'. The one who speaks arrogantly and considers me his 'enemy,' who killed my cousin the queen of the dragons," _The Whispering Death made as if to wrap his spiny tail around Hiccup._ "The one who has adopted you as his pet." _

The boy winced and dangled as he tried to move his feet out of the way. Several spines shot out, pinning his trousers to the wall and immobilizing him.

"_I'm not his pet,"_ Hiccup protested. _"I'm his human."_

"_Don't be a fool."_ The Whispering Death's tail brushed his legs. _"I merely had to mention that I smelled human for him to attack me. He would've killed me, except I got away each time, hoping to find what drove him berserk." _

Hiccup swallowed; the spines grazing his legs were sharp. The Whispering Death seemed to enjoy how he twitched involuntarily.

_Gods. I'm dealing with an insane, monstrous dragon that has a grudge against Windwalker. Is this why Windwalker didn't want me wandering in the woods on my own, with just Toothless?_

He heard the skirmishes from above, the sound of men yelling as flames incinerated their armor and flesh. Gushing water, also, and someone using faint Dragonese to call for Hiccup. A familiar screech cut through the human screams; it was an inarticulate Night Fury. Windwalker sounded like he was eating up the whole army while ramming through them.

"_Windwalker, don't!" _Hiccup called. _"It's a trap-"_

"_Don't bother," _The Whispering Death said with glee. _"He can't hear you from here, and by the time he does-"_

The Whispering Death withdrew its tail and prepared a dozen spikes. Windwalker screeched from above but said nothing that Hiccup could understand.

"_I told the bearded man I would guard you, but he didn't ask me to keep you alive. Which limbs will hurt the most when impaled?"_

"_Go ahead and experiment," _Hiccup said.

The Whispering Death paused. Those few seconds of hesitation bought enough time for a small dragon to tackle it. A dragon with a sharp beak and excellent aim for an enemy's rear end, small enough to bite between the spines.

"_Toothless?!" _Hiccup asked, in confusion as the Whispering Death roared in pain. _"How did you-?"_

A stream of water hit the Whispering Death in the back, just as it had managed to shake Toothless off. The Scauldron from the other cell bore down on the spiny dragon; the two opponents curled around each other. The Changewing also joined in, turning invisible and spitting acid.

Toothless crashed to the ground, shook the dirt off, and made a beeline for Hiccup.

"_P-poor H-h-hiccup!"_ He said, scrambling onto the boy's shoulder._ "G-got a b-b-b-ad b-burn and ch-chained up-"_

"_Yes, I got a bad burn," _Hiccup said hastily, _"but I need to get these heavy shackles off. Did you see any keys anywhere?" _

Toothless pointed with his tail. There were a set of keys lying on the ground, just outside the cell; Toothless babbled that he had been trying to carry them. They must have fallen when the Terror had attacked the Whispering Death.

Hiccup took a deep breath. He wasn't going to risk Toothless's life to get past three violent dragons, fetch the keys, and fly back. Nor would he order the Terror to leave; Toothless wouldn't abandon his human.

"_Toothless, this is really important, so you must do exactly what I say. You need to set fire to the shackles." _He indicated by rattling his wrists. _"Aim for the center, where the chains connect, and don't stop burning it until they snap." _

"_B-but H-hiccup will b-b-burn!" _Toothless squeaked. _"T-Toothless c-c-an't hurt-"_

"_Just do it,"_ Hiccup whispered. _"For the first time in your life, do as you're told."_

Perhaps it was because Hiccup hadn't begged since the day he had failed to keep Astrid from taking his mother's notebook, but Toothless paused, and listened. Then the Terror positioned himself on Hiccup's head and fired a steady flame on the chains.

It was not a painless procedure; his skin burned, and sparks from the metal showered down Hiccup's hair and neck. No matter how he tried to turn his head or shake off the sparks, they would land, singe and smolder. Hiccup bit his lips as he saw white-hot metal, praying, praying-

SNAP.

Hiccup's arms were free; Toothless's fire had managed to weaken the chain in the middle, so that he was able to bring his wrists down. He tumbled forward, and would have flopped over if not for the Whispering Death spines pinning his trouser legs to the wall; Hiccup moved to steady his feet and pull the spines off his trousers. The manacles were still around his wrists, heated to an angry red and leaving welts on his skin, but they no longer bound him.

Meanwhile, the Whispering Death had thrown off the Scauldron and sent the Changewing scurrying, when a large black blur tackled the spiny dragon. They broke from each other and circled. The Scauldron, slashed in the side with a spine, had trouble moving out of the way.

"_Should I give you a chance to leave, or should I simply finish you off?"_ Windwalker snarled.

"_So you _do_ care about the hatchling,"_ the Whispering Death retorted. _"I was hoping to skewer him before you arrived, Night Fury."_

"_Hiccup, get to the floor!" _Windwalker shouted, but the boy had already thrown himself flat to avoid the new wave of spines, nearly squishing Toothless.

The Night Fury released plasma blasts on the Whispering Death. Hiccup, rolling out of the way, pocketing some of the smaller spines, watched in horror as the other dragon buried itself into the ground. The Night Fury whirled around with mild confusion. The Whispering Death emerged behind him. When he fired, the black dragon had to twist in the air to dodge more spines. That lapse gave the Whispering Death time to burrow again and pop out of the ground right under the Night Fury. There was a heavy thud as the Whispering Death head-butted Windwalker into the ceiling. Dust spilled from the cracked rock, covering the ground.

"_He needs help," _Hiccup said, making an effort to stand. The problem was that he had no support for his wobbly legs except Toothless, for the injured Scauldron and the wall seemed miles away. His limbs seemed to have turned into fish jelly.

"_Stay out of this!" _Windwalker roared. Blood dripped onto the ground from his pointed snout.

The Whispering Death then made a mistake. After lashing its tail so that spines hit a dazed Windwalker and pinned him to the crumbling ceiling, it turned to face the boy on the ground. Toothless flew in front of Hiccup.

"_This will be easier than I thought,"_ it said with amusement. Its tail whipped back slowly.

Hiccup's hand moved faster than his thoughts; the stray spine in his left hand sailed over Toothless and through the air. It hit the Whispering Death in the right eye, causing it to reel back and shoot spines spasmodically. Before it could recover, Windwalker had torn himself from the ceiling and leaped on the spiny dragon, biting it in the neck. Blood gushed onto the floor.

"_I told you not to get involved,"_ Windwalker snarled in pain. His long tongue snaked around the cut on his snout, licking it. Night Fury saliva had extremely high healing properties, so the blood stopped flowing.

"_Oh, so I should've let him skewer me," _Hiccup retorted. _"Let's go, Windwalker; the tunnel's not stable."_

"_Y-Yes!" _Toothless squeaked. _"B-bad place! But h-help the S-Scauldron!"_

The water dragon was still lying on its side. Windwalker saw, and his eyes melted into compassion. He bit the Whispering Death one last time before going to the Scauldron and licking its wound. The slash started to knit itself together.

"_Follow me slowly, till we get to the open sea. I can imagine that we're going to have a welcoming party when escaping," _Windwalker said. _"Hiccup, can you climb onto my back?"_

Seeing how weak his boy was, he flew to the boy on the floor, lifted him with his claws and tossed him in the air. Hiccup found himself on the Night Fury's warm back, and he clung to the dragon.

Another fire blast came from the end of the tunnel. Two dragons and their riders, soaring in a hurry and looking scorched, bewildered and bothered.

"Hiccup!" Astrid called, and paused, eyes wide with horror. Fishlegs gasped on seeing how bedraggled and burnt the smaller boy looked. Hiccup knew the Slavemark had caught their attention, as well as the neck collar and broken chains. The black ice from the truth serum resurged inside him.

"I'm okay," Hiccup said, switching from Dragonese to converse with them. His voice was still raspy. "We need to find my dad and get out of here. We're outnumbered at the moment, and on unfamiliar territory."

That nonplussed them more.

"Hiccup, you just spoke a complete sentence," Fishlegs said. "Several sentences, actually. Without stammering."

He didn't want to focus on that, or on their pained expressions. Worry shouldn't keep them tethered to Outcast Island. It wasn't the riders' destiny to die in enemy territory.

"Escape first, talk later," he said, and coughed. "Do you have water?"

Fishlegs had a canteen, and he landed so that Hiccup could gulp the cool, refreshing liquid. Astrid's shocked face twisted with pity as she saw the marks that had congealed into purple bruises, and the large brand. Hiccup wanted to snap at her not to pity him, it was own fault for going off in the woods alone, but when he tried his vision had started to blur at the edges.

The Scauldron had recovered enough to slide behind them, though Toothless took up the rear to make sure that the water dragon didn't lag behind. The Changewing crawled along the walls parallel to them.

From what the Terrible Terror and panting Scauldron screeched at him through the tunnel, Hiccup learned how Toothless had played dead after seeing Alvin bargain with the Whispering Death, so that the Outcast guards had taken the Terror out of his cage and removed the leather muzzle, planning to force-feed him fish. Toothless had proceeded to fly in one's face, and into the Scauldron's jail cell, slipping between the bars. The Outcasts had been stupid enough to unlock the cell door; the Scauldron had only needed a few minutes to knock out the guards, grab the keys, and free the Changewing. After freeing the other locked dragons, who had taken to the skies, they had all followed Hiccup's scent.

"_Good Toothless,"_ Hiccup said, leaning against Windwalker's neck and closing his eyes. _"That was clever."_

"_T-toothless is c-c-clever!"_ The Terror crowed. The other dragons rolled their eyes.

"_Someone's experience has not improved his ego,"_ Stormfly commented.

"_Go easy on him,"_ Meatlug said. _"It's never fun to have smelly men capture you."_

The dragons fell silent at the thought of their days in captivity, though their jailer had been kinder than the men that they had faced on this island.

"Hiccup," Astrid said suddenly. "Are you all right?"

Hiccup heard her, but he felt himself fading. His eyes refused to open, and his grip began to loosen. Of all the times to be riding bareback; if he got out of this alive and received access to the smithy, he would make a proper saddle with safety straps.

"Keep talking," he told her, an odd note in his voice. "All of you. Please. Keep me awake."

Fishlegs tended to ramble when he was nervous, and he listed off all that had happened the morning before, as well as the fascination that Windwalker had managed to wipe out entire platoons of Outcasts. Astrid's voice grew quieter when she talked, but she kept her words neutral. She described how Windwalker had found the helmet, what they had discovered in the cove. The dragons also provided their accounts of what had happened.

Even with these words, Hiccup felt himself slipping. If he fainted, he'd fall off Windwalker, and at the speed that the Night Fury was undertaking, the crash to the ground would crack his bones.

_And why shouldn't I let myself slip away? _He thought._ Toothless is safe. The other dragons are safe. Even if I get off, I'm no longer an Heir. I count as a mere slave, and my future lies in exile. Maybe it's better for them to let me drift off, so that I don't wake up, so that my father can grieve for my death rather than for wasted life._

'_Don't you dare talk like that,' _a deeper voice said from within Hiccup's thoughts. _'You are not permitted to think of giving up.'_

'_You are not a mere slave because of a silly burn,'_ the deeper voice went on. _'You are still the resourceful boy who ended a three hundred-year war. Even when captive, you managed to find a way to save your dragon. If you had wanted to save yourself, you could have. It's selfish to think that death would be the best option, for your wits can keep so many others alive. Not that I'm against selfishness, since I have done many selfish things, but you clearly are a selfless, clever boy.' _

"Who are you?" Hiccup murmured, his words a mere buzz. Astrid looked at him in alarm. Perhaps she thought he was feverish, and he felt himself burning up.

'_I may be someone special, or I may be the enemy of the Gods. You drank the essence of my tree, the Loki tree. It freed your tongue for good and bad purposes. My tree also poisoned you, so that you could not think, but I admire cleverness in the little ones, for I was once small and clever.'_

"I'm hallucinating," Hiccup moaned.

'_You're hallucinating, yes, but even the greatest fantasies have large grains of truth. Lifelong stammering does not go away in one night.'_ The deep voice had a dry edge to it. _'That's my gift to you, as payback for the chief that misused my tree so. You will not have trouble speaking in the future, so you better not let yourself die on me. By gods' blood, stay awake.'_

"Thank you, Loki." This was a whisper, but Astrid heard it.

"We need to get you to Gobber," she said. "You're worse than we thought. Windwalker, bring him here."

Hiccup tried to protest, but the Night Fury flew alongside Stormfly, and Astrid dragged him onto her saddle. He struggled, remembering the last time Astrid had manhandled him. She ignored his panic and sat him down in front of her.

'_Good. Keep fighting,'_ Loki said from inside Hiccup. _'It's keeping you alert.'_

"Hiccup, I'm not going to hurt you," she said with impatience, tightening her grip on his wrists. Her fingers pressed against the thick manacles with their dangling chains.

"Well, you are!" he snapped at her. "I've already been tied up for most of the morning-"

"I'm not tying you up! This rope is just to keep you from falling."

"But I'm not an invalid-" he told her.

"You are for the moment; I thought you'd be used to this kind treatment after getting that broken ankle."

Raw, surprised hurt passed over his face. Astrid, who was tightening the knots on his tether, saw the expression. He explored the neck collar and its mass, while the manacles weighed down every gesture, trying not to remember that Astrid had given him the sprain that had led to the broken ankle.

"Hiccup." Her free hand went to his, gently tugging them off his neck. "I didn't mean that-"

"Just secure the rope and fly." He pulled away from her. "We need to find my dad, and make sure the caged dragons are free."

"Guys? We're approaching daylight," Fishlegs called.

Astrid, distracted from the broken face in front of her, focused her attention on the blinding glare that approached; Hiccup shielded his eyes and savored the fresh air. Despite having mere inches of space between them, a wall of anger sprung up between him and Astrid. It was uncomfortable, but Hiccup found himself preferring that wall to her words.

The sunlight helped keep him awake, as did the old anger and frustration about his helplessness. The Scauldron, as soon as it saw the open water, asked permission to leave; so did the Changewing. Hiccup allowed them and held onto his anger, hoping that Astrid would fly north. He watched the two dragons splash into the midday, the Scauldron's gash holding against the saltwater. They had volunteered for violent battle, all because a Terrible Terror had thought to free them.

* * *

><p>Stoick the Vast never wore his heart on his armor; losing control often meant losing a battle. While he would have liked to surrender his wits to the anger and fear that coursed around his thoughts, Alvin would likely use that mind frame to goad him. The Outcast was on the ground, having formed a defensive battalion of catapults and archers.<p>

"What a sight for the gods!" Alvin called, cupping his fists. "The great chief of Berk, entering battle alone!"

"The chief's not alone!" Snotlout leaned off his dragon. "We're here to fight!"

This would have been more heroic had not the twins started giggling madly, hanging upside down from their Zippleback. Snotlout shot them an annoyed look.

"Where is Hiccup?" Stoick shouted at his enemy, sounding angrier than he felt.

"What, that little speck of a Haddock?" Alvin spread his hands to indicate their emptiness. "The little embarrassment who somehow survived past his first winter? Why should I care where he is?"

Thornado hissed a Dragonese phrase that Stoick had heard too often that morning: _"Liar"._

"I made a mistake by exiling you," Stoick growled. "I should've run my sword through you when I had the chance."

"Oh don't feel bad, Stoick," Alvin replied. "All chiefs make mistakes. Especially those who believe in second chances."

The mocking grin never left his face. Stoick hovered, eyes darting at the opening in the rock. Still no sign of Hiccup. He sensed why Alvin was goading him, urging him to fly lower and let Thornado's shockwaves loose.

"Fly higher!" he ordered the riders next to him. "Get out of range! He wants us to lose the high ground!"

"Not man enough to fight me on equal terms, eh?" Alvin laughed. "And here I was thinking that _I _was the treacherous one!"

Stoick didn't respond. Loud clatters had entered his ears. As he had expected, Outcasts swarmed out from every cave and tunnel on the ground, firing nets and catapults. The twins had flown their Zippleback out of the way, but a net trapped Snotlout and Hookfang, bringing them to the ground. Fortunately, Monstrous Nightmares had a reputation for setting themselves on fire, and Snotlout was trying out Gobber's fireproof iron underwear.

Stoick the Vast would not be easily toppled, however, and neither would Thornado. When the Outcasts shot Viking-sized boulders, he caught them and returned them to the owners. Thornado sent ground-shaking vibrations in return. Wooden catapults splintered; bones shattered below. The twins cheered from above. They couldn't use their cover fire with Snotlout on the ground, but they were ready when the coast was clear.

Alvin had not been expecting this, and he didn't expect the boulders' increased impact when Thornado's shockwaves bolstered their flight to the ground. Snotlout increased the surprise by jumping off Hookfang with a sword, so that he defended his dragon from the approaching archers. His sword shone like a beam of sunlight, and he danced from man to man, ending their waltzes with swift, bloody strokes.

Stoick shook his head in admiration, but he had to keep his head in the battle. The twins had already launched an explosive offensive, diving in to blast gas at the cave and tunnel openings; must have been a tactic from the Dragon Academy. Alvin looked worried now, as Snotlout knocked out a third of the Outcasts while Hookfang set fire to the remaining two-thirds. The archers' arrows didn't penetrate Thornado's hide, and the Thunderdrum craved blood. Slowly, but surely, they reduced the amount of Outcast firepower, but they were still outnumbered. And there was still the bigger question.

"Where is Hiccup?" Stoick repeated. "What have you done with my boy?"

Alvin scratched his beard.

"That is a good question," he said. "I could have done a lot of things with him. But I haven't had much time, since you found his helmet and cut into our head start. Would you prefer it if I lied and made your dragons angry, since apparently dragons hate liars, or if I told the truth?"

Stoick leaned back. It was worse than he thought, because not many outsiders to Berk knew that dragons could detect lies. Hiccup wouldn't have betrayed Berk, which meant-

"Oh, it was easy to get him to talk. The boy does like sharing his knowledge," Alvin went on, seeing how Stoick's beard twitched with anger. "You know he makes almost no sound when he's hit? It's like punching a ghost, or a draugr-"

"Dad! DAD!"

It was like someone had dumped a bucket of cold water on Alvin. He stopped, and Stoick turned. Hope made his heart pound. Hiccup had never screamed at him, especially not in the middle of battle.

"Dad, get out of there! I'm fine!"

Hiccup was lashed to Astrid's dragon Stormfly, breathing hard and looking worse for wear. Windwalker circled around boy, girl and Nadder, as did Toothless. The dragons looked unharmed, Hiccup had bruises, chains on his small body, and a large burn on his left cheek. No, Alvin wouldn't have-

Stoick regained his senses. He urged Thornado to hover away and whistled the "retreat" signal to Snotlout. Hookfang immediately scooped up the boy as the twins dove in.

"Cover fire!" Astrid ordered. Belch immediately covered the entire battle field with green gas.

"Wait for it . . ." Tuffnut said, before his sister encouraged Barf to spark the gas. There had never been such a large explosion that rattled the ground and Loki trees so. Stoick felt the vibrations, as did the dragons.

"You're too late, Stoick!" Alvin shouted after the retreating dragons. "Your boy won't be safe. Every tribe on the Archipelago will have rights to him, and Berk no longer has an heir!"

Stoick showed no reaction to the fact until the dragon riders had left Outcast Island far behind, and they were over the open sea. Only then did he let fear cloud the fierceness showing on his face, and he urged Astrid to fly alongside him.

"Dad, I said I'm fine," Hiccup said in an oddly strained voice. "Stop it."

His father ignored him, and brought him close to examine the injuries. Gobber would have to tend to the lump on Hiccup's head, and Night Fury saliva had an interesting way of combatting burns. But the mark that had been burned onto Hiccup's cheek . . .

Stoick's breath rattled. No. Alvin had broken the Barbaric Code. Even the most insane Vikings adhered to the Code: _don't make your Viking enemies your slaves_. Alvin had even lacked the compassion to place the Slavemark on Hiccup's forehead or arm, where a helmet or long sleeve could have hidden it. No, he had branded Berk's heir on the cheek, an obvious place, so that Hiccup could never cover the Slavemark.

Hiccup held himself in a stiff, rigid posture, refusing to lean against Astrid or Stoick. The chief could see his son's eyes go bleary.

"Dad-"

"Don't say it," Stoick said.

"But Dad, you can't ignore-"

"You need to see Gobber. You're not well. You shouldn't even be talking." Stoick's voice turned stern. "No conversation, until you get Gobber medicine. That's an order."

* * *

><p>The riders fortunately didn't visit much in the two days that Gobber treated Hiccup, though Fishlegs and Astrid looked guiltier than usual every time they looked at the smaller boy's face. Gobber tried to make light of Hiccup's injuries, however extensive they were; he made a tally on a sheet of paper after Stoick deposited his son at the smithy. Even so, Hiccup could see the shock hidden in the hook-handed smith's gleeful tones, and the dangerous hope that the Slavemark could be removed with Gobber medicine.<p>

"Let's see . . . one terrible lump to the head, three large bruises and one burn, along with multiple little ones, and red marks all over from the shackles and neck collar. You're a hardy lad, aren't you?"

Hiccup hadn't responded. Once Stoick had explained what had happened and ordered his son to the smithy to receive treatment, Gobber had removed the shackles and neck collar by forging skeleton keys, a trick that he had claimed to learn from the Bog Burglars. Toothless and Windwalker licked the red marks that remained, till Hiccup's skin was pale again. They weren't able to lick away the Slavemark, however, just reduce it to a small snake on the boy's cheek. Gobber continued to call the black mark a burn, ignoring its significance. The other dragon riders did the same, though Astrid had trouble keeping Snotlout and the twins in line about not blurting out "Slavemark."

_There's a hairy troll sitting in the middle of the room_, Hiccup thought. _No one wants to mention it, because the minute they do, I have to leave. Berk doesn't keep slaves._

When he thought this, his head would droop, and quiet resignation would hang over him. Toothless would attempt to cheer him up by telling terrible jokes. Windwalker had taken to guarding the smithy entrance, and then the front door to the chief's hut when Gobber deemed Hiccup healthy enough to return to his house. Stoick the Vast still had to spend day and night being chief, leaving before Hiccup woke and arriving to collapse in bed.

By the third day, Hiccup had enough of this commiseration. He went to his father's bedside and waited until Stoick woke.

"Why are you risking Berk's safety for me?"

Stoick the Vast saw the small satchel that Hiccup cradled in his lap, and a new vest buttoned around his son's clean tunic. That made him shoot out of bed and grab for his Hiccup's right arm.

"Hiccup, what-"

"Dad, I know you mean well, but I can't let you do this." Hiccup heard the self-loathing and anger in his weary voice. "You know what the other chiefs are like; they'll accuse Berk of not housing proper Vikings and declare war. Even with the Berserkers on our side because of the treaty, we'd be outnumbered. They'd call you a traitor to the Barbaric code, and cast you out."

He barely felt the heavy grip on his arm, as Stoick lowered him. The satchel slipped to the floor. His father rubbed the sleep out of his eyes as best as he could, before sitting up on his bed.

"For Thor's sake, you've been injured and needed time to heal." Stoick sounded frustrated. "You could barely stay conscious, and Gobber had a hard time healing you."

"Windwalker and Toothless would be with me; they haven't let me out of their sight since what happened. We could go to Frigga's Promise first, the island of treaties. They don't take slaves off the island if the slaves are unwilling." Hiccup kept his voice level. The red marks and rope burns hadn't faded from his arms and neck, and he could feel the bags under his eyes. He looked like a war prisoner, not at all like a glorious Viking.

_But then, I've never looked glorious. I'm just a stupid, scared boy. _

"You're not going anywhere, son." Stoick drew him closer. It was as if Hiccup were a small child again, from the days when Old Wrinkly had cared for him.

"Alvin has dragons now, cruel ones that will obey his orders," Hiccup whispered. "Because I told him what he needed to know. I betrayed Berk and the dragons, Dad."

"You were drugged with Loki tree essence and betrayed by a Berkian who had no business doing so." Stoick sounded as if he had pondered the same dilemma. "Mildew committed felonious treason, but you're the only eyewitness and evidence. If he ever returns to Berk, he can't be trusted again, and he must be tried."

"Mildew knows that," Hiccup protested. "That's why he vacated to Outcast Island. What are the odds he-"

"Regardless. Even if you were a stranger, the treason happened on Berk, and by the law of hospitality, which extends to residents and guests, I cannot let you leave."

Hiccup could accept that; he relaxed a bit. Then he indicated the burn on his cheek. His resigned look returned.

"Then what about this?" he asked. "What tribe in the Archipelago would treat a chief with this mark as an equal? Who on Berk would accept me as a leader now, if they wouldn't accept me before?"

Stoick turned from Hiccup, his brow knitted in thought.

"They don't listen to me, the other riders, because they're older," Hiccup went on. "Despite all I've done, I'm still the village runt. That's why I went into the woods that day, at night, because otherwise I would have lost my temper with them. It's my fault the Outcasts were able to . . ."

Stoick swiveled back and knelt so that they were at eye level. His large hands grasped Hiccup's tiny, shaking shoulders.

"Hiccup, regardless of what happened, you shouldn't have gotten this," he said, stroking Hiccup's marked cheek. It didn't burn anymore, in part thanks to the Night Fury saliva.

"But I have it, and it can't be removed. We tried everything." Hiccup said this in a whisper.

"Not everything," Stoick said grimly. "Can you promise me that you will stay until the evening, to try our last solution?"

"Dad, what-"

"Can you trust me, son?"

Hiccup nodded, slowly. Of course he would, because Hiccup always kept his promises, and his dad seemed so sure of having an answer.

All day, Hiccup waited. He paced back and forth in the house, not daring to leave and face the temptation of flying away on Windwalker. Windwalker would do it, because he had less attachment to Berk than Toothless did, and he knew the cruelties that other humans would inflict on his boy. Toothless and Windwalker started arguing about whether or not to stay or go despite the chief's orders, since Toothless liked Berk's cod and the dragons there. Hiccup didn't intervene because the dragons didn't come to blows.

Towards evening, Astrid strode in without knocking. She had been looking tired for the past few days, and uncomfortable every time she had to talk to Hiccup. The fact that she came without Fishlegs spoke volumes to Hiccup, who was tending the fire. He straightened up and tried to hide his emotions.

"Hiccup," she started, and then stopped. She was biting her lip in a nervous way, as if about to deliver bad news.

"Is it my dad?" He asked. Without waiting for an answer, he strode past her. It felt good to have recovered legs, after being immobile for several hours on Outcast Island, but worry rather than relief occupied his mind. Astrid followed. So did Windwalker and Toothless.

Outside, the setting sun cast long shadows on Berk. Sheep farmers rounded up their flocks for the evening, and Gobber closed up his shop for an evening round of mead. Today, however, activity had halted. The sheep huddled in their pastures, as did the yaks.

Hiccup saw the boats leaving Berk in the distance. He counted four of them. His pace quickened. The village came closer, because his house was on a hill and he only had to walk downhill. Smoke blazed from the smithy and the mead hall; Hiccup went to the smithy first.

Inside, Hiccup coughed. Gobber hadn't let the coals die down; they glowed red. Next to the coals, a long rod stood up in a bucket of water. Steam came from the bucket, signifying that someone had recently hammered the rod into shape.

_Dad must have asked Gobber to do a rush job. But it had to be related to him not wanting me to leave-_

Hiccup's fingers grabbed one end of the rod. He pulled it out, shaking. The other end held a curved S, a refined Slavemark with smooth edges.

"No," he said. He heard Astrid's boots stop behind him.

"Hiccup, I just saw-"

"No," he repeated. "Dad, NO!"

Before Astrid could speak again, both feet spurred him to the Great Hall. Berkians were leaving, staring at him as he shoved between them, calling for his father. He took in the fact that many of them had S-shaped burns on their hands and faces, or wet cloths pressed to their faces and his panic increased. Windwalker's attempts at comfort did not soothe him.

"Hiccup, I'm over here," Stoick replied. "With Gobber."

"And all thanks to Gobber," The smith added.

_Too late_, Hiccup thought. _Of course Dad would try something like this. Why did I listen to him? _

After that brief panic sprint, the walk through the mead hall stripped Hiccup of feeling. He saw a Slavemark adorn his father's cheek, just above the beard and braids. Its twin occupied Gobber's face, and the smith was smiling. Then they winced and slapped blocks of ice to each brand.

Lead seemed to fill both Hiccup's feet. He only moved forward when Windwalker nudged him.

"Hiccup," Stoick was still smiling even as he took in his son's shock. "It's going to be all right. Trust me."

"No," he shook his head, "no, I didn't want this. Not this, Dad!"

"I know what I'm doing. You taught me that with dragons it didn't have to be 'fight or die'. How could I be a father if I thought that a Slavemark meant 'leave or be enslaved'? How could I do that to you"

"Your father held a great meeting here," Gobber said. "Roused the village, and reminded them how you saved us from the dragon queen, and from the scum Outcasts that would've murdered us in our beds. He asked me to make the brand this morning, and marked himself. You should've seen it. Of course, people paid more attention when I placed the brand to my handsome face, and they started to get in line."

Stoick punched Gobber on the shoulder. There was affection in his eyes, however, and apprehension.

"Then, those boats," Hiccup whispered. "Those were Berkians-"

"Who refused to take the Mark, and who refused to stand by my decision." Stoick looked stern. "Of course, not everyone is wearing a Slavemark. Not the children and elderly, since . . ."

He looked awkward as he remembered that Hiccup was technically a child and wore the Mark. Gobber handed him more ice.

"It hurts. A lot," Hiccup provided. "And it marks you for life, for the worse."

"Precisely." Stoick looked relieved. "Only it's not going to be for the worse this time. Not as long as I'm chief."

"But the Mark-"

"Is only a symbol. But it doesn't have to define you for the rest of your life. By the gods, Hiccup, you're saved this village several times over! You think everyone forgot that?"

"A few did," Hiccup pointed out.

"Not even a quarter of the village. People remember, Hiccup, and they're ready to return the favor. They're willing to fight for you, the Heir and Last Hope to the tribe."

Hiccup heard murmurs of agreement. He turned and saw many Berkians with the Mark, with nods and fierce looks. They seemed determined to fight if enemies landed on their shores. He had never remembered having this much support when proposing a plan to fight the dragon queen on her home turf, or when he had tried to prove that wild dragons and Vikings could live together.

"I know what the consequences are," Stoick said. "I've seen the chiefs cast out their fellow leaders at Things. I've seen slavers tear families apart at Murderous tribe auctions. But even if that happens, it's not going to happen without a fight. You're worth that fight, son. Always."

"You're forgetting one thing, Chief," Astrid said. "We have dragons."

This last phrase was directed at Hiccup. He turned his gaze to her unmarked face.

"We're not afraid, but the chief won't let us get marked, just in case" Astrid said, though she did look shaken. "We can handle the Mark, all the dragon riders. And we're just as responsible for what happened, because we didn't protect you, and you're the one who got us all riding."

"You can get marked when you're old enough for warpaint," Stoick said irritably. "But you're right; we have dragons. Even if Alvin is building an army, we know how to bond with dragons. We know how to ally with them without threats or violence. More importantly, we can fight off any geniuses who think an entire tribe will enter slavehood quietly."

Hiccup considered this. He thought of the wild dragons who had respected him but thought him too young to attempt to mediate between winged beasts and humans. He thought of the mysterious King that they sought, one rumored to have compassion within his authority.

"I don't have a choice in this, do I?" He asked, with dread and resignation. "Either I let you fight for me, or you'll have marked yourselves for nothing."

"That's right," Gobber said cheerfully. "The chief's cornered you."

_I am never walking alone in the woods again_, Hiccup thought. He observed the warriors in the room gearing up, his father watching for a reaction. Windwalker and Toothless leaped over the other Vikings to reach their human.

Hiccup nodded. He was surprised his opinion meant this much.

"I'm cornered," he said. "We're going to need more dragons then; we have to prepare for Alvin coming back with his army, and for more violent tribes that keep slaves, like the Hysterics and Murderous peoples. I'll need to contact the wild dragons again, so that we have their support, as well as the support of their king. If we ally with them, then we'll be guaranteed a victory."

For the first time that he could remember, Hiccup's voice rang through the hall. People listened, and they offered rebuttal that he could address. He didn't stammer, or panic. Astrid smiled, letting him speak for himself. He had to speak honestly, for learning Dragonese had made him a terrible liar, but the truth rallied the Berkians together.

Catastrophes had hit Berk in the head, and they had culminated in the entire tribe receiving the Slavemark, willingly, for the heir who had to wear the brand on his cheek. Stoick the Vast and his Thunderdrum were still stubborn, and Mildew had betrayed Berk one last time and endangered its heir, but the island still stood for its chief that had broken tradition. As the few defectors rowed to neighboring tribes to spread the word that the young Dragon Whisperer was a slave, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock plotted to find the Dragon King, and to defend his home. For that's what a future chief does for loyal people and winged reptiles.


	5. Questing for Dragons

He had never wanted to be chief. Yes, he wanted to be a leader, to create a bridge between dragons and humans, but to take his father's place? When he had to FIGHT to get people to listen to him? When most Vikings in the Archipelago considered him an Outcast, a runt who deserved exile, and declared war on Berk the minute they learned that the heir and hope to the tribe was not leaving?

Impossible. Hiccup, if not for his father's love and for Berk's loyalty to the chief, would have taken off on his Night Fury and vanished into a random pink sunset. But here he was, wearing his father's mantle and going about his day as if he were used to settling feuds between farmers, designing new wells and yak farms, providing for the newly orphaned and widowed folk, and fixing holes in the warships. He had grown tall in the past ten years, and his red hair had turned a deep auburn. No longer stammering, he gave gentle commands with a deep voice that rumbled.

Most of his body had changed, but the Slavemark had remained under his left ear. It was still visible, as his would-be slavers had intended. Hiccup couldn't forget that he had fought for his birthright.

Being chief didn't just mean mending fences and rescuing barrels of ale from tumbling down hillsides; Hiccup soon learned that the hard way. Wearing the mantle meant that people looked at him differently, especially the village girls. When he helped Gobber in the smithy, some would detach themselves from morning chores to watch him. They'd ask for help with their family sheep, or would bring tools for him to repair. Not Gobber, never Gobber, but him, the chief who did apprentice work in the smithy.

The girls' interest had shocked Hiccup. For the first time he met people younger than him, people who looked up to him, and he disliked it. The idolization was a poor fit on a former, marked runt. Strange things also happened at town meetings; the older girls, some four or five years his senior, would invite him for a nightcap or a late supper, noting the circles under his eyes. They were often widows from the war, or proud shield-maidens that had refused to tie themselves to men before. Even Ruffnut and Astrid complimented his armor on these particular evenings, and they would glare at the other women who tried to approach.

Hiccup would make his excuses each time, perplexed and anxious. Once, he would've given up his left hand to have Astrid show any interest, when he had been a scrawny boy. Now things were different. He had responsibilities. _She_ had responsibilities, as his second-in-command, head of the Dragon Academy, and confidante. They didn't need to throw romance into their chief meetings.

"Ya keep wearing that scowl, it's going ta become glued to your face," Gobber joked one morning. The smith's mustache and braids had gone white with age, flecked blonde and white in certain places.

Hiccup focused on the sword that he was hammering into shape, banging his might into it. His brow furrowed. Toothless, who was now the size of an overweight boar, draped around Hiccup's neck, snoring.

"Look, ya can't complain when a pretty lass shows up and wants a piece of ya," Gobber said. He pulled the hammer out of Hiccup's callused hands.

Hiccup shrugged. He took back the hammer with little effort, heavy as it was.

"I'm not complaining."

"You're certainly moping and nae because most of tha dragons have left. What's wrong with all this attention, lad?"

He took time to answer, to find the right sentences. Yes, he could completely confide in Gobber, but there really was nothing to complain about, and Gobber wasn't getting any younger.

"It's not right," Hiccup said. "I shouldn't be receiving it. I don't deserve it."

"Hiccup." Gobber raised an eyebrow, one that had yellow and white flecks. "Ten years of war and ya still cling to that sense of right and wrong? You're chief now; your word is law on this island. And given what's happened, what with that fancy tattoo and tha trouble it's caused, no one deserves it more than you."

He tapped the Slavemark on his own left side and grinned, as if it were just a tattoo and not a status symbol.

"Only because I fought for it after losing that birthright," Hiccup said. "Because Dad fought for it. The day when Alvin marked me, when I was so stupid-"

"It wasn't completely your fault," Gobber said, cutting through Hiccup's self-loathing. "Ya were an impetuous lad, under a lot of pressure while a prisoner on Outcast Island, drugged with that Loki tree concoction so that ya had to tell tha truth. Also, Mildew betrayed ya. Even your father would have broken under those circumstances, and he was nae a sapling."

Hiccup set his mouth into a line. All of those facts were true. It didn't change the fact, however, that Hiccup's weakness had gotten him caught. The Outcasts could have killed Toothless, and Hiccup had endangered the entire Archipelago when Alvin had interrogated him.

"But it's nae just that, is it, Hiccup?" Gobber asked. "Ya certainly like women in that fashion. Ya used to like Astrid that way, when you were a wee bairn."

Hiccup turned and fixed a solid, fixed stare on Gobber.

"Well, ya did. I remember how ya wanted to repair her axe every time it got nicked, trying to walk like her, and make yourself bigger and broader-chested."

"I was a boy," Hiccup said. "A foolish boy. I don't want to talk about this anymore."

He shrugged Toothless and his apron off. The Terror gave a protesting snore.

"That same boy tamed dragons, and defeated their queen on her home turf." Gobber went to grab cleaning cloths, changing his hook hand into a brush. "And then he grew up into an intelligent man. I can say that he has guid taste but is afraid to act on his desires."

"Gobber, I feel very tempted to hit you."

"Ya could do worse than tha second-best dragon trainer on Berk. Astrid's always had your back in battle, and she knows how tae follow your orders, when tae disobey them, and how tae rally tha people to a particular cause. If tha lass is interested in that way-"

"Gobber." Hiccup's voice was steely. "You know perfectly well why I don't have those feelings for her anymore."

"Ya don't need feelings for marriage, or for a relationship. Those can come later. Ya could simply extend your practical relationship from the Academy days, marry her in a formal ceremony-"

This time Hiccup's look did stop Gobber. It was agony, anger, self-loathing and guilt mixed in at once. He wanted to cry, scream and punch his fist into the wall at the same time. Instead, he turned on his heel and strode outside, a proud chief with a tormented expression on his face.

"Gobber, SHUT UP."

He hurried. He knew that Gobber wouldn't follow, because Hiccup's days of running off into the woods to steam were long over. He'd find the nearest well, splash himself with ice-cold water until he returned to his senses, and then start the day with a dragon ride before attending to his chief duties.

Toothless spluttered as the water came down. He then flew off, sniffing and sneezing little dragon sneezes. Hiccup ignored the Terrible Terror's protests and stroked the green wings.

Hiccup stopped stroking Toothless, who still sounded indignant. Time to start with the day, just like every other day, with a dragon ride. He puckered his lips to whistle for Windwalker.

* * *

><p>It was one of those long days, where Hiccup didn't even have time to check on the Dragon Academy. Just as well; he didn't want to have to face Astrid's questioning look, or her offer of a nightcap.<p>

He came to his father's house, which was one of the longest lasting structures on Berk. Stoick the Vast had built it two decades ago, when he had married Valhallarama of the White Arms.

Hiccup's lip curled at the thought of his mother. He had last seen her at his father's funeral, helping to construct his barrow. She was a clever woman, and she had passed on that cleverness to Hiccup. Now she was gone, off on another quest probably. As a widow, she was now free to remarry, free to never return, unless she wanted to see her son in action.

He stomped inside, upsetting Toothless, and hung up the mantle by the fire. It was dripping wet from a run-in with the twins, who hadn't lost their penchant for destruction, or for tormenting the yaks on their yak farms. He was so preoccupied that he almost didn't notice Gobber in the corner, until Toothless hissed.

"_S-smith!"_ he screeched at the man. Hiccup started, reached for his sword.

"It's only me, Hiccup." Gobber got up from where he sat by the fire pit. He had obviously started it, so that the house would be toasty and warm. He had also put on a kettle to boil, and brought a keg of mead.

"Gobber."

"Chief." Gobber turned over a stick in the fire pit.

Hiccup moved and sat beside him. Toothless crept into the kettle, crowing with pleasure about this hot bath. No one spoke for a while, not even Windwalker. The Night Fury came in, laid his head on Hiccup's lap. Hiccup stroked the ears, and the scales.

"All right, Hiccup, out with it." Gobber passed him a tankard of foaming mead. "What's really eating ya about these lasses hanging on tae your bootstraps?"

Hiccup considered, and then he took a long drag of the sweet drink.

"It's . . . it's my mother," he said.

As he expected, Gobber laughed. Guffawed loudly, and slapped his thigh. Then he stopped, realizing that the room was silent. Even Toothless hadn't joined in.

"You're serious. You're sore with Valla."

Hiccup nodded. He looked away, into the fire. He took another drink, wincing at the sweetness.

"I shouldn't be," he said softly. "She's my mother. She came back."

_For a few months. _The words hung, unspoken.

"I don't know why I'm angry. I should be used to it by now." Hiccup sounded bitter. "Taking off the minute I was able to walk, sending letters maybe three or four times a year and visiting when she could take a break from her quest. Turning a deaf ear when Dad and I begged her to come home."

Hiccup coughed as he tried to gulp more mead. Once his throat stopped burning, he went on.

"I nearly DIED when I faced the dragon queen. I was asleep for days. If I had actually died, maybe she would have come to bury me."

"Harsh words," Gobber said. "Have ya TOLD her any of this, Hiccup?"

"When my dad just died? Gods, no! And besides, what would it change? She'd still had gone off. It wouldn't have made a difference. She didn't even ask about why I was marked." Hiccup indicated the Slavemark adorning the left side of his face. "She just mentioned drumming up support for Berk during her travels, when she had gotten word of what happened."

"Ya must have talked tae her, Hiccup."

"We talked. About funeral arrangements. What treasure to bury with Dad. What clothes I'd need for the official coronation. How I should address villagers and their problems."

They both sipped mead. Toothless dipped his mouth into Hiccup's tankard for a sip. He then gargled fire for a few minutes. Windwalker snorted.

"But what does that have tae do with tha village lasses, Hiccup? Why are ya scared of choosing one of them, of being loving?"

Hiccup needed to drain his cup before answering. He was feeling lightheaded but not in the stage of ugly drunkenness that often frightened dragons.

"You have to promise not to laugh this time."

"I wouldnae laugh."

"You just did."

"_Hiccup._"

"I don't want to be my mother. Or my father," he said. "Well, I don't want to be my father the way he loved her but she didn't love him enough to stay. She had him wrapped around her finger, so that she could do whatever the bloody hell she wanted."

"Ya know that's not true, and ya're not like that."

"Only because I saw what she did to him. How much suffering could have been avoided if she had hung around Berk more. Dad tied me here, and you know that. He never wanted me to leave the island. Was Dad really worried about a dragon eating up little me, or of Alvin coming back, or was he fearing the day that I'd run off? That the minute I knew how to navigate a ship I'd go off and travel like her, only coming back every couple of years-"

"He was worried that ya'd get killed," Gobber said; his voice was gruff, for Stoick the Vast had been his best friend.

"Then he and Mom shouldn't have left me with Old Wrinkly. Old Wrinkly was always encouraging me to not be afraid of taking risks. He taught me how to throw knives, how to hide from dragons and people in the woods." Hiccup was angry. "You left me with my GRANDFATHER! Who was old and frail and crazy half the time! He was brilliant, yes, but his predictions never came true, he always advised hiding from everyone else in the village because they were all idiots and not worth my time. Then he went and died in the woods, and no one even noticed. Except for me."

Silence. The kettle water continued to boil.

"That's nae true," Gobber said. "I noticed, lad."

"Because that day, when he told me he was going to die, I didn't believe him. I told him it was ridiculous. But after building me the shrine for my dead brother, he walked into the woods. I waited for him, outside the little hut that kept sinking into the muddy water. I waited for hours, and then I searched for him. By the time I was in the village it was past midnight, and I didn't know what I was doing. The dragon raids had finished, and people were assessing the damage."

They both remembered that night. Gobber had still been awake, repairing weapons and ploughs. Hiccup had almost been wandering in a daze, face black from soot. His gait was unsteady, his eyes unfocused. He had managed to stay out of everyone's way, keeping to the shadows, and stumble into the smithy. Gobber had seen the boy slump against the wall; ask what had happened to make him so pale.

"My grandfather died."

In the present, Gobber tried to return Hiccup to the point. It wasn't that he wanted to ignore the young chief's pain, but reminiscing wouldn't help anyone.

"I don't see what this has to do with love. Or with marriage."

"After you get married, they expect you to have heirs." Hiccup's eyes focused on the boiling kettle. "Just like my dad did with me. Only Dad wasn't ready to raise a child, and neither was Mom. He was always working from dawn to dusk as if I am now, not even noticing if I was in bed until the next morning. What's to say I won't treat an heir the same?"

Gobber took in a soft breath.

"Hiccup, ya won't," he said. "You're not tha kind of person who treats the people he loves that way. You'll find a solution, like ya always do. Because you're brave enough to search for them."

"I'm not brave. My dad was brave; he risked his heart on my mother. But I can't do that; It took me years to figure out what I wanted to do with my life, and let's admit it, I was a horrible excuse for an heir until I learned Dragonese. Having Old Wrinkly raise me kept me in the woods, away from everyone, so that I didn't know how to talk to people or behave like a proper Viking. I was always afraid of saying the wrong thing, of being a nuisance, of getting on people's nerves."

"Ya weren't afraid in Dragon Training. Ya met every beast with everything you had, even tossing away your bloody shield to keep it from getting blasted."

"Because Dad made me promise to do my best."

"Ya risked your life to learn how to speak to dragons. They could have fried ya to a crisp. Ya represented them on tha island, once the secret was out, and protected Toothless. That was courage, Hiccup, even if it was stupid courage. Ya faced tha dragon queen and defeated her, just by talking. Ya survived her trying to eat you..."

Gobber stopped. He saw that Hiccup had gone rigid. Strands of sweat clung to his beardless chin, and ran to drip on Windwalker's head. His hands clenched into fists, and his eyes became filled with fire and war.

"Hiccup." Gobber reached over and shook the chief. "Snap out of it"

"_The queen is dead," _Windwalker said. He rubbed his head against Hiccup's clenched fists. _"Alvin and the Outcasts are defeated." _

These episodes happened often; more frequently after Alvin the Treacherous had branded Hiccup with the Slavemark on Outcast Island. Hiccup wouldn't cry out; he would breathe rapidly, and vanish from the world, remembering how the dragon queen had nearly eaten him, trapped in that large, slimy throat of fire and gas. Windwalker's healing saliva didn't help to snuff out the episodes; neither did medicine from Gobber. Gothi, the Village Elder, postulated that Hiccup would have to avoid any object or idea that triggered the horrible memories.

Because Gobber was so busy shaking Hiccup, he didn't notice the figure that had been listening through a crack in the door, which had broken in. Neither did the dragons, for Hiccup's episodes worried them as well. Only later, when Gobber let go, did he notice that the door was open. Frowning, he fastened it shut.

Hiccup was red and still breathing hard; Windwalker and Toothless were licking his face with concern. He made no effort to push them away.

* * *

><p>A few days later, Hiccup was out for a long morning ride on Windwalker. They both needed the exertion: Windwalker because he was used to soaring above the clouds, and Hiccup because he needed to clear his head.<p>

The anger and resentment he had revealed to Gobber wouldn't go away; now that it had escaped his lips, the bitter feelings clung to him. Gobber kept wanting to poke and pry but Hiccup had refused, and had exerted his chief authority to shut up his former smithy master. That didn't stop the young chief from beating any metal senseless, or from doubling the number of buckets of water he poured over his own head.

It was a clear morning, the rare kind that dared people to weave dandelion chains and frolic in fields of dragon nip. Toothless was resting behind Hiccup, napping and warbling in delight. Windwalker couldn't help but remark on passing birds, even snapping his jaws playfully and laughing his dragon laugh.

Wind rushed past Hiccup's face, not that he felt it; Hiccup was wearing full armor for the ride. Before the war, he would have preferred a simple tunic and vest, but that was before a dragon and his rider could expect an entourage of arrows and spears over any length of open sea. No one would dare attempt to detain Hiccup and make him a slave to his or her tribe now, not even the remaining Outcasts and Hysterics, but it couldn't hurt to stay enveloped in leather.

It was fortunate that Hiccup had worn his riding armor, because of what happened next. He heard heavy wings beating, muted panting. Another dragon and its rider. Hiccup straightened his back, turning to mouth a meaningless greeting.

There was no one there. Only the beating of those wings above him. Before Hiccup could look up and assess this turn of events, he felt a large fist grab him by the scruff of his neck and pull him off Windwalker. The safety line snapped, despite it surviving thunderstorms and flaming catapults. He opened his mouth and another fist clamped over it. He couldn't scream to Windwalker, and an arm like a steel band wrapped around his arms and waist. Hiccup flailed, trying to wrestle away. Old Wrinkly had told him where to jab a man in the midsection, or to poke out an eye. It was not easy, however; this Viking seemed made of metal limbs.

Toothless squawked as the weight on the Windwalker's back adjusted, but by the time Windwalker had realized, the other dragon soared into a glacier formation, navigating without effort. The glaciers resembled mountains of pure ice, as if Frost Giants were snoozing nearby.

_Wait. These hands. I've felt them before. They clasped me when Dad died- oh gods! It can't be! She left-_

He thrashed, tried to bite the fist. They were covered in chainmail gloves. Hiccup's brain tried to offer a sarcastic remark, as it usually did when he found himself in trouble that he couldn't escape.

_Great. My mother's gone bananas and apparently she knows how to ride dragons that are swifter than Night Furies. I am one lucky boy. _

Hiccup was not stupid; he hadn't survived the war and maintained his freedom through complete luck. Other smart Vikings existed, however, Vikings that had grown up and learned more about the world than he had. He had just met a Viking as smart as him, and with strength to match her brains. The other Viking who had defeated Hiccup, he hadn't needed a dragon to defeat a small boy, only a bit of Loki tree extract. . .

_A black liquid pouring down his throat. The dragons in their cages, pronouncing defiance and a willingness to die. Being forced to the ground, head straightened, unable to avoid the sizzling brand . . ._

_The Slavemark burned into his head; custom-made shackles clapped around his wrists. His tormentor's grin, yellow and white within his hazy vision. The Whispering Death appeared with a vengeance-_

Hiccup saw these memories, and he had no comforting hands or dragon tongues to soothe him. He only had his traitorous brain. His thrashing increased.

The episode took its time to fade. When it left him a sweating, shaking wreck, he saw his mother navigating the glacier. Unlike most dragon riders, she used her legs to direct her winged beast, while keeping her hands on her crazy son. Her beast was large, and too swift for its size. Hiccup twisted and saw Windwalker screeching, to navigate a path. Toothless was following now, flying to catch up with the beast and firing shots at its wings. Each one missed, though not because Toothless had poor aim. Windwalker would have fired, but he feared hitting Hiccup more.

They landed in the middle of a glacier, a dark glacier with green and blue ice. Val's dragon landed, skidded to a stop, and she loosened her grip around his middle. Her voice was throaty, and gruff.

"Hiccup, it's all right. I'm here-"

She grunted as he elbowed her in the gut; it hurt him more than it hurt her, because her armor was metal. Still, the force knocked her back, and he was able to push her hands away, leap several feet from her. The ice was slippery, but Hiccup had accustomed his feet to walks on frozen lakes. His elbow smarted with pain.

"Hiccup," she started again.

"ARE YOU CRAZY?!" he yelled at her. "Kidnapping me off my dragon, after we saw each other several months ago? When did you get a bloody dragon anyway, and you didn't think of telling anyone?"

"Hiccup-"

"You couldn't have sent me a note via Trader Johann or Air Mail if you wanted to talk! Or, I don't know, maybe buy me a drink if you were in the neighborhood? At least Gobber has the courtesy to not manhandle me when he wants to ask me difficult questions, but you! I thought you were a slaver for a minute, or a bounty hunter like Eret! The Slavemark still makes me a target for those sorts of people."

For a stiff figure clad in armor, Valhallarama of the White Arms looked ready to droop. Hiccup's anger didn't fade, however. He was still sweating, and scenes from Outcast Island refused to leave his mind.

"If you want to talk to me, _Mother_, you can come to the hut like a civilized human being," he snarled as Windwalker and Toothless soared in. "But by Thor's hairy arse, don't drag me off my dragon! It was bad enough when Alvin the Treacherous marked me on Outcast Island!"

Windwalker blasted the ice between Valhallarama and Hiccup, so that she couldn't approach. Her dragon growled at the Night Fury that landed by Hiccup.

"_B-bad human m-m-m-mother!" _Toothless chided Valhallarama. _"T-taking H-h-h-iccup f-for no r-r-reason!" _

"_Are you all right?" _Windwalker asked his rider, who stroked him.

"_Oh, I'm fine,"_ Hiccup said, still sweating and breathing hard._ "As fine as everyone with a lunatic mother who's never there when you need her."_

"_So you do need me," _Valhallarama retorted in Dragonese. _"And I thought I was hearing wrong."_

Hiccup and Windwalker stopped. Valhallarama took off her helmet, revealing a long-faced, skinny woman with large grey eyes and whitening brown hair. If Hiccup had thought his mother capable of emotion, he might have thought she looked vulnerable.

"When did you learn to speak Dragonese?" Hiccup asked.

"A long time ago, when you were just a bairn. For ages, it was my only language," Valhallarama said. Her voice creaked, as if she were not used to talking to humans. She approached, hunched over and almost crawling. That's when the other dragons appeared.

It was like a dozen black flowers started to bloom fire. The darkness lit up with several fiery mouths, and growls echoed against the walls. Several Nadders went to guard the tunnel through which Windwalker and Toothless had traversed. They would have to fight their way out, Hiccup and his dragons.

Windwalker flattened his head and growled back as Valhallarama came closer. Hiccup stiffened. He would have reached for his sword, but this was his mother. If she had wanted to sell him into slavery, she wouldn't have brought him to a glacier filled to the brim with dragons.

Of course, perhaps she had simply snapped; widowhood did strange things to men and women. Hiccup had seen firsthand how normal people on Berk changed after losing their wives and husbands to war. His mother may have remained in a stage of grief, like bargaining or depression.

"You learned to speak Dragonese a decade before I did," he started, his voice cold. "You didn't think of mentioning that in your letters? I sent dozens to you when I was a kid, more after I faced the dragon queen! I thought I was the only one who knew."

She met his eyes. They were so open and limpid.

"Did you have any idea what it was like, keeping that secret? I had no one to talk to about it except the dragons, and I thought I was committing treason every time I talked to them!"

"I have an idea what that was like," she said. "That was the secret I kept."

That stopped his rage, momentarily. His fists were still clenched, but they lowered to his side.

"Of course, I didn't learn the way _you _did, reasoning it out and breaking a code," she went on, maintaining eye contact. "I was searching for the Dragon King, and that led me to encounter many dragons. I rescued a beast from a net trap and he became my companion. He taught me the language."

She patted her beast. Windwalker growled at it.

"My father, Old Wrinkly, said the war would bluster on unless we found more than the nest. We had to find the Dragon King. That was my quest, to save the Archipelago. That's why I was away for so long."

"I found the Dragon King," he said with exasperation. "It only took several days and Windwalker's help. You could have asked me any time where he lived. And Old Wrinkly's predictions rarely came true. He meant well, but-"

"This one was a real prediction. He said the one who found the Dragon King would bolster peace between humans and dragons. He told me in secret, because he knew that no one would believe him. Even if they did, the quests would be as fruitless as the quests to find the dragon's nest."

"Mother. There hasn't exactly been peace between humans and dragons. Very few are on Berk now, except the ones that fought with us through the war, who were tamed in the Kill Ring. Most of the dragons have left for remote regions of the world, or for here, apparently." He beckoned at the flaming reptiles that surrounded them. "Was this what you were doing?"

"Aye. It hasn't been an easy time for us. The recent war took its toll on the lot of us." She spoke without remonstrance. "Bloody calumnies happen. Will you listen, my wee bairn?"

He stiffened. In his time as chief, everyone had treated him like an adult. Gobber somehow treaded that line between honorary uncle and respectful adviser, but Valhallarama in mere minutes had made Hiccup feel like a child. It was not a pleasant feeling; he wanted to cover his ears and shut her out of his heart.

Still, not exactly like he, Toothless and Windwalker could pack up and leave. Valhallarama had ensured that with her army of dragons.

Hiccup nodded. Valhallarama and her dragon sat at one end of the ice. Hiccup sat with Windwalker, trying not to clutch at the Night Fury's neck.

"A few days before, I came to surprise you. I knew you weren't expecting me to show up. Then I heard you and Gobber blathering on. I heard you moaning."

That was not a good start. Hiccup knew exactly what day she was talking about. He let his face turn red and kept his expression stony.

"Hiccup, I know I haven't been there. I know I hurt you and Stoick. But I had reasons. You decide if they were for good or for rubbish.

"As I said, Old Wrinkly confided this prediction in me. He knew I kept my gob shut about it, and I thought I would be the hero. I thought I would find the king and reason with him. As you know, it was a fruitless quest, year after year. During that time, I fell in love. Not with your father, though."

"Humongous the Hotshot," Hiccup said quietly.

"Aye. I fell, hard, and fate wanted us together. Your father didn't. Alvin the Treacherous didn't either, though he wasn't called Treacherous then. So, Alvin sold Humongous to the Lava Louts, and told me my love had died. I believed that worm, and so did Stoick. We mourned together. Still, it took years before I loved again, during a dry spell in my questing when I thought I could be civilized. Then I married your father, became chieftainess. No one said no to Stoick the Vast, and I loved him. A bairn grew inside me.

"Stoick never trusted Alvin after Humongous vanished, and Gobber became the chief's new best friend. Perhaps Alvin would have carried on as normal, except being landlocked on Berk left me restless. I wanted to travel, I wanted to find the Dragon King, but I was pregnant. I grew suspicious of Alvin and, against my better judgment, I started investigating him. I broke into his hut several times, observed his behavior before and after the raids. He never caught me, but I soon saw what he had become, what he had done to Humongous. I was angry.

"Going to Lava Lout Island was out of the question; I could confront Alvin, though, once I had proof. Instead, I asked a trader to send a letter to Lava Lout Island and demand they release him. As for Alvin, I thought I was brilliant. I'd hide Stoick within earshot, talk to Alvin and get him to admit his guilt. Then no one would get hurt, and we'd lose an evil fool."

Hiccup fixed his mother with a look.

"I know; pride did me in. While I had been spying on Alvin, he had been spying on me. He knew I had sent the letter to the Lava Louts, and he thought he could blackmail me. He knew that I was tethered to Berk and I wanted to be free. Alvin also knew how much Stoick loved me.

"Alvin and I pretended to be civil, and he started calling me a hero's whore. I asked him why he had lied about Humongous, and he asked why that mattered, that I LOVED Stoick now. I said it was a matter of principle, that he had condemned a good man to death. He said I could choose to leave Berk and be a whore, or stay and be his loyal informant. Stoick would be free to marry another young sprout. I stood my ground and told Alvin that Stoick would never believe me a whore. I no longer loved Humongous, but I would rescue him to give him a chance to start anew.

"Stoick chose at that moment to reveal he was listening, and Alvin realized that he had been found out. We had our swords, but he was quicker. Pregnancy threw off my stroke, and though I tried, he managed to disarm me and then-"

She pressed one hand to her belly. Hiccup watched self-loathing cross her face.

"I didn't wake up for months. When I did, Stoick told me the bairn had not survived, that my womb was damaged. Old Wrinkly and Gothi assured us that we could have another babe, but I had to take care. Alvin was banished for murder. So were the men loyal to him. And yet, it felt like the holes Alvin tore inside of me would never heal.

"So you were born, four years later. In that time, your father rescued Humongous from Lava Lout Island, and he was able to help him escape from the volcano. Humongous and I have not spoken since, but at least he lives free. You were a wee lamb, a hiccup like your older brother would have been. You never cried, only grabbed with tiny fingers. Stoick and I fretted you wouldn't last through winter. But you did. You were innocent and small.

"Now here is where you have reason to be angry. Berk was not enough for me. I had to find the King, to save us all. But after what Alvin did, I couldn't leave the island. I never felt strong enough. I felt like I was failing Stoick, and every Viking, that we were going to die without a future.

"You gave me hope, Hiccup. I knew you would be brilliant, and good for Stoick. Old Wrinkly knew that I wouldn't be happy if I didn't try to search for the Nest one last time, so he promised to care for you. I waited till you were walking and eating softened boar steak, and I left."

Hiccup leaned back against Windwalker. _So it's my fault that Mom went questing again? Because she had a child to fight for? _

"Although you filled up the dark space inside me, Hiccup, there was still wanderlust that wouldn't go away. And then I met White Shadow." She gestured at the great dragon beside her. "And Gruff, who's a Hobblegrunt."

A frilly, green dragon came out and curled beside Valla. He looked more playful than White Shadow. Toothless stuck out a pink tongue at Gruff. Windwalker didn't react.

"As I said, I found White Shadow trapped in a net, and injured. It happened to be an island that belonged to the Lava Louts, so I felt no reason to hand over tha dragon to them. Nae did I feel reason to take down a beast that was gravely wounded. So, I thought I would release him, heal him, and then let us go our separate ways.

"That was not how things went. White Shadow had to be muzzled, but he saw how I tended his wounds. I would remove his muzzle, a soft leather trap, to feed him, and he got it in his head not to burn the woman helping him. His wings were twisted, and they needed time to mend. A long time. He'd sleep for days, wake up grumpy, and eat. I'd tell him about you. He started to teach me Dragonese."

Hiccup relaxed, slowly. He recalled how he had felt when Astrid had injured Toothless, that awful day in the Kill Ring. Toothless had only taken two days to heal, but Hiccup would have stayed in the woods for months if it meant healing his dragon.

"When the beast could finally fly, he took me with him. Didn't grab me, but waited for me to mount his back. I saw the ground shrink away, the world became smaller. I saw the sun set, could practically touch the gods' might. I saw that I would never be alone on my quest. The hole in my heart grew smaller.

"White Shadow taught me the way beasts were the mighty thralldom they were under thanks to their queen. He had escaped because of being trapped in that net for days, maybe weeks before I found him. The Dragon King was the queen's exiled fledgling, trapped on a miserable beach, and he had failed to undo her damage. White Shadow and I tried and failed to locate the beach, and my dragon would not let me visit the nest. He feared coming back under her control.

"I know you're wondering why I didn't tell anyone Hiccup, least of all you. That was because White Shadow didn't trust other humans, even innocent bairn. He thought, rightly so, that Stoick would behead him and mount his head above tha Gronckle and Nightmare skulls. I would not break that trust with my only friend during those long journeys."

Hiccup nodded. That he could understand, for the Dragon King had asked Hiccup to keep the location of his home a secret.

"We had an arrangement. I traded my large boat for a smaller, sturdier sail that White Shadow could carry. I also gained many treasures from trading that large boat, gifts I sent to you. When I returned to Berk, I'd leave White Shadow on an outer isle and sail my way back. My visits became fewer as the years went on, because when you're riding a dragon you have no sense of time, and my quest grew so ever fruitless. I thought if I spent one more day, one more week in the world, I'd find the King and reason with him. I spent more time with dragons, managed to free them from the thralldom without ever coming closer to the nest.

"When I got that letter from your father saying you had faced the queen, I felt dreadful that I could not arrive on time to see you awaken. I was in the far north. Your father didn't write letters as often as you did, but he conveyed to me how serious your condition was, and the work you had done with dragons. He wrote how you found the nest, and defeated the queen with nary a casualty, minus yourself. "

Valhallarama straightened herself and met Hiccup's eyes.

"Hiccup, I stayed away because I was ashamed. You had done what I lacked the courage to attempt: to help dragons coexist with Vikings. I never believed it possible. Where I saw friends, chiefs would see armies. Where I saw home, dragons saw destruction.

"I didn't feel worthy to return to Berk. White Shadow agreed. He didn't want me to go back to the land of humans."

White Shadow gave an agreeing snort, and spoke. His voice was dry, as if he had swallowed copious amounts of sawdust.

"_I believed that your child would be another vicious fledgling, only vicious and intelligent. He could have easily become that, with what he had for a father." _

"_Don't you dare insult my father,"_ Hiccup said, in quiet Dragonese._ "You may not like humans, but my father was loyal to people he cared about."_

White Shadow assessed him with dislike and respect, claws scraping at the ice. Hiccup glared. Even Windwalker had understood that Hiccup needed humans, and had often taken Stoick's side in arguments between father and son.

"_You're not the boy I expected you to be, son of Valla. You care about dragons. If I had known, I would have let your mother return to you. I did not know the damage her absence would cause." _

"_Spare me your pity,"_ Hiccup muttered before switching to Norse. "Go on, Mother. What did you do in the ten years between the end of the queen's reign and now?"

"There's no more to tell. If I had come by dragon, you would have had questions. White Shadow still didn't trust humans, even after hearing of your exploits, and I knew you would want me to ride a Berk dragon. You were always generous, and you had convinced your father to ride one."

"Not that the kindness paid off," Hiccup said with bitterness. "Vikings aren't the giving type except on Snoggletog. They take advantage of your kindness until there's none left."

"Hiccup. That's not true. You have to be kind to earn a dragon's trust, to surrender all deception. I could have lied to you and your dad, but living with dragons stripped away my ability to lie."

That was true. Hiccup had become a worse liar as a result of teaching himself Dragonese.

"More years passed more letters. I sent as many presents as I could, trying to find the Dragon King. Then I heard rumors about how Alvin the Treacherous marked you, how you had found the King and succeeded in persuading him to fight. Again, I was proud of you and ashamed of myself for failing. The second war happened, and dragons were in danger again. I devoted my time to rescuing them, to bringing them here."

She got up, and knelt in front of Hiccup. Her hand brushed the Slavemark.

"Hiccup, I didn't know if the rumors were true. I didn't want to believe them. Alvin killed your older brother, and he tried to kill me. If I had seen the Mark for myself-"

"But you didn't," Hiccup said flatly. "You were away, as usual. Dad mobilized all the dragon riders on Berk to come to Outcast Island, as soon as he heard that I was missing. He didn't let me leave when he saw that I had the Slavemark. Instead, he had Gobber forge a brand, and they marked themselves, to show they would fight for me. So did most of Berk."

The barbs hit their mark. She drew away.

"I know," she said. "You were my son, and I failed you. I failed to understand why you were the chosen that Old Wrinkly had prophesied, and I wouldn't face my shame."

"It's fine, Mother. The second war is over, most of the dragons have left, and Alvin and Dad have been burned and buried respectively," Hiccup said. "Broken barrels can't be mended; you can only find a newly repaired barrel."

"It's _not _fine, not if you don't feel ready for being a chief."

"You chose the dragons over Dad and me. Just like I would have, if I hadn't heard how worried he was when I ran away to save Toothless. I had to choose Berk, for him."

"You're afraid that you will be a terrible parent."

"Because of you and Dad." Hatred seared through Hiccup, and he spat out the words. "It doesn't matter how important your quest was; you both treated me like a child for most of my life. I would've been upset about White Shadow and knowing that you kept it a secret, but I would've accepted it. And Dad, well he thought I'd be safest if I didn't help the village at all, but the difference was that he was there. Until he died."

She looked hurt.

"Mother, I know why you chose the dragons over Berk, because I have Toothless and Windwalker. You've done a lot of good, saving these magnificent ones from slavery."

The dragons surrounding them nodded their approval. Valhallarama didn't seem to register the change.

"I'm going through too much right now. Dad and I, we thought there'd be more time to prepare me. But there isn't. There's never enough time to be chief. And now, you want to be a part of my life? Like the past ten years haven't mattered?"

He gave a long, grating sigh.

"I missed you. So much. Every letter made me jump for joy, every present that I kept in the shrine. Alvin, the first time he invaded Berk, he gloated about how he hurt you, and all I wanted to do was kill him. I still love you, because you're my mother. But . . ."

He didn't know how to say it because angry words were something spoken in the heat of a moment. He couldn't handle having her pop in and out of Berk like he meant nothing.

"Why do you think I showed you this place?" Valhallarama asked. "So that you could come back."

"What?"

She stood, and waved her hand at the waiting dragons. They came out, curiously. Windwalker flattened his ears as they approached.

"This is where I bring all the dragons that I've rescued. I still travel now and then, but this is my home base. When you need me, I'll be here."

He glanced at the floor reflecting their shadows. Then he eyed the dragons.

"Hiccup, I've never shown another human being this place, I swear. You're the first, and for a good reason. You've earned that trust, more than earned it for helping dragons and for helping Berk. And you need a place where you aren't expected to do anything. A place that's . . . safe."

Hiccup stared at hostile White Shadow, at curious Gruff, and at the heads teeming around them, the dragons that wouldn't let them leave.

"Safe," he repeated.

"_N-not s-s-safe_," Toothless hissed.

Val gave an indulgent smile. It added light to her face.

"I know so much time has passed," she said, letting the smile drift away. "I know you're in so much pain right now."

"I'm not in intense pain," Hiccup said. "I've been handling it."

"Stubborn like your father."

"Mother-"

"You're not even considering the idea."

"Maybe it has to do with the fact that you kidnapped me," he said. The anger returned. "There are better ways to get my attention than to act like a slaver!"

"You shouldn't have been phased by it; you faced the queen in her nest!"

"I paid the price for that!" he shouted. "I suffer from flashbacks of those few minutes, reliving every moment! Only it's worse, because I don't have your helmet in those episodes, and so I don't have a way of puncturing her gas from the inside! That's how I survived! Because Dad gave me your helmet!"

He started gasping, remembering the details all too well.

"Dad always said that wearing that helmet would keep you close, because it was made from your armor. I believed him, that's how desperate I was. I was about to die, and by a sheer stroke of luck I wasn't swallowed immediately. Your helmet was sharp enough to pierce holes in the sac, and then to plug it up. Otherwise, the queen would have burned up Windwalker and Toothless and everyone riding dragons, but all that gas went up inside her. I was bloody lucky, because I should have died . . ."

His voice trailed off, as he realized what he was saying.

"I don't have that helmet anymore. It saved me from a terrible head injury, but it didn't save me from the Outcasts. That's when I got used to you not coming back, the minute Alvin marked me. It just hurts so much, to think that it's possible again, for you to be on Berk, because I want you back. But you're never coming back."

"No," she admitted.

"Then how can you pretend that this is going to be better? My taking off time once in a while to come see you?"

"I don't know if it will be better," she said. "But I love you Hiccup. At least you can try to believe that, can't you?"

She looked so solemn, so honest, that Hiccup had to take a moment to listen.

"Of course I'll try. You're my mother," he said. "But I can't promise that I'll stop being angry."

"I don't expect you to. I just want you to be my son."

He didn't ask what she meant by that, but he had an inkling when she came over and wrapped her arms around him. It was a stiff gesture, but he tried to hug back. Gods, he was better at hugging than she was, because he had more practice. He knew how to love someone.

* * *

><p>White Shadow escorted them back to Berk. Valhallarama did not feel ready to confront the village on her dragon. Besides, Hiccup had stayed, listened, and promised to return; he didn't owe her a conversation for the way back. Not that it was a quiet ride.<p>

"_She is a remarkable friend, and companion," _White Shadow commented._ "Any dragon who knows her is a fortunate dragon." _

Hiccup, holding Toothless tight, clung to Windwalker by his legs. He didn't know how his mother rode without using her hands. Toothless, however, talked plenty.

"_Y-you t-think y-y-you c-can m-march in and s-s-s-teal p-people!" _he screeched at White Shadow. _"L-l-like p-poor H-h-hiccup!" _

"_I don't often agree with the green pest, but you have no right to address our human," _Windwalker said coolly. His yellow eyes remained on the horizon.

"_I said that I had no idea what he was like. I thought Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third would be a capricious fledgling, but you have done honest work, Hiccup. You care about dragons."_

Hiccup didn't answer. He had promised to mend the bond with his mother; he had not promised the same for White Shadow. He blamed the dragon for keeping Valhallarama from Berk. So much pain could have been avoided, so much miscommunication.

On Berk, uproar covered the island. Villagers were running back and forth, people calling for their chief, or holding babies and moaning.

For a moment, Hiccup wondered if his mother was wiser for having stayed away from Berk. How much she must have repaired her Viking self, how much time put into wearing proper clothes, adopting a stiff posture and carrying an axe again. He had to go back, however. Unlike his mother, he didn't abandon people who needed him.

"There he is!" Someone called; it looked like Sven. The rest of the faces blurred in Hiccup's mind, as they started to shout for him.

"Thank Thor!"

"What's that dragon with him?"

"HICCUP!" Gobber called, from where he was conferring with Gustav.

He heard a rush of wings. Astrid was beside him, decked in furs. Age had softened her face, and made her eyes larger. Given the sweat running down her face, she had been searching for the chief all day.

"This dragon kidnapped me," he explained. "His name's White Shadow. Wanted me to meet a bunch of dragons that were in hiding."

White Shadow growled at him. Astrid raised an eyebrow.

"You look like you've been through Helheim, Chief. Did a dragon eat you again?"

Hiccup shivered. He remembered why his crush on Astrid had ended. One episode a day was hard enough; he was not going to have another.

"Don't joke about that," he told her.

They made to land their dragons on the crowded shores of Berk. Astrid seemed to sense that he was troubled.

"What happened, Hiccup?"

"It's a long story, Astrid. I'm not sure who I _should_ tell about it."

"What do you mean? I'm your second-in-command, Chief; don't you think I ought to know if a slaver is nearby, or a crazy dragon?"

He took a moment to answer.

"It wasn't a slaver. The dragon wasn't, I mean. But there's someone involved, and I don't want to betray anyone's trust."

"Tonight then. Meeting at the mead hall," she said. "Don't even think about skiving off this time, because you shouldn't have disappeared like that."

"Astrid, it's not what you think."

"What am I supposed to think? You go off, and you come back with that brooding expression! You made everyone worried!"

Quite a few people from below echoed that sentiment.

"It wasn't my idea to worry everyone." There was an edge to his voice. "Believe me, if I wanted to get kidnapped by a dragon, I'd just ask Windwalker to fly to the North and meet up with the Serpents there."

She stopped for a minute, observing him. Beneath her usual frustration was fear and concern for him. The rest of Berk had those fears, but more so because they had lost Stoick the Vast and had fought for Hiccup.

Hiccup thought of his mother, trying so hard to talk. She didn't even know how to hug him anymore. He saw the worried faces around him, Astrid's concern. Before he could say a word, however the people swarmed. They wanted him to reassure them that slavers had not attacked their young chief, to let them know when he'd mend their fences. Toothless did mid-air somersaults to distract the children. Windwalker offered others rides, pounced into the crowd as if he were hunting rabbits. That gave him time to pull Astrid aside, because she did have a right to know.

"My mother knows how to ride dragons," he whispered. "She wanted to have a long chat with me this morning."

"What?"

"Like I said, it's a long story."

"Can you tell me?"

"If you're willing to hear. I may have to take you up on that nightcap offer."

Now she looked bewildered. Hiccup wondered if he had looked that bewildered on hearing that his mother could speak Dragonese. Still, he had to trust someone; Valhallarama had told no one for twenty years about White Shadow, and it hadn't helped her or her dragon.

"A nightcap?" she repeated. "Gods, what have you been through, Hiccup?"

"A family reunion."

White Shadow watched the proceedings with amusement, before withdrawing, slowly. He receded into the sky like a grey cloud on a sunny day. When Hiccup lifted his head, he saw the dragon vanish into the sunlight, off to the ice cave's sanctuary. To return to his mother, as a loyal, troublesome companion. To offer comfort among hostile, frightened dragons. That gave him courage to say what was on his mind.

"No one else on Berk knows about this. I haven't trusted any Viking with my feelings for years, and I'm not sure what I'm feeling right now. I just learned a lot, and I haven't processed it, but I trust you."

Her expression changed; her amazement made her look several years younger. Hiccup knew she had been trying for months to get his attention. She pushed a stray hair back and smiled.

"A nightcap it is, after chief duties are done. Don't you dare leave me alone with a barrel of ale!"

"I won't."

Astrid punched him in the arm. Hiccup winced. Then he managed a smile.

"I'm glad you violently show your approval."

She nodded, and the duo got to work. Hiccup relaxed into the routine of comforting villagers; Astrid helped organize them. Perhaps tonight would lead to where Gobber wanted nights to lead for Hiccup, and perhaps it wouldn't. Hiccup wouldn't push away the idea, however. Not tonight.

Even if he wasn't ready to be a parent, he'd find a way to learn from his parents' mistakes. He was going to prove to her that he had turned out right; he still could trust people.

He could still love.


	6. Learning from Dragons

__How to Train Your Dragon was based off a book series by Cressida Cowell, featuring a smaller Hiccup who taught himself to speak to dragons. This AU places book Hiccup in the movie universe, where his father intimidates him for being a competent chief. Set during the events of "Talking to Dragons," from Stoick the Vast's point of view. __

* * *

><p>Stoick the Vast was dead. His barrow, a large mound of treasure, lay on the Berkian cliff nearest to the village. His loyal people had thought to include his favorite swords and axes, treasure salvaged from Hamish I's hoard, and his finest wood carvings. The dragons had left signs of their gratitude as well, especially Stoick's Thunderdrum Thornado. The blue dragon had gathered the riding gear that he and the chief had shared, so that it could be polished and placed with Stoick's weapons.<p>

Hiccup Horrendous Haddock, Stoick the Vast's only living son, and now the chief at twenty-two, knelt in front of the mound as Thornado bowed for his late rider. He was not a large Viking, and not a proper one with his skinny arms and legs, but he was tall, and he wore the chief's mantle with pride. His hair was red, and his skin was a light tan. The somberness in his eyes would have stifled any chuckles from the babbling brook in the woods, though it didn't stop the laughs from little green dragon that hung from the top of his head. Hiccup would pet the Terrible Terror absentmindedly, answer its questions. His eyes remained on the mound, picturing the cold body inside that had once been his father.

Soon he'd have to go back to his house, to his mother's rusty attempts at making civil conversation. Valhallarama of the White Arms had traveled away from Berk for most of her adult life, and she had returned because her husband and chief had died. She would be leaving once Hiccup was settled with his new position, just like she always left.

The next day, Hiccup would have to be his father, would have to oversee the village and take charge for the people who lived there. People who had once questioned his leadership for being a runt and teaching himself to speak Dragonese, the winged reptiles' language. For the first time, Hiccup would have too much to do during the day, come home late and cranky, and pull himself into bed to repeat the routine for weeks on end. He was not looking forward to that moment of having a list of chores and having to check each item off.

Hiccup had never wished more to be a child again, even if he had been less chief-like as the village runt.

* * *

><p><em>Ten years ago<em>:

"Dad."

The voice was barely a whisper, like salt brushing against a window in contrast to the loud voices that had just filled the hall. Stoick heard it, nevertheless, and turned. He blinked as his son walked in, nervously, hesitantly, dropping scrolls of parchment.

They didn't talk often. Usually Stoick had dragon raids and chiefing duties to worry about, exhausted by the end of the day and barely crawling into bed. Hiccup spent half the day in the smithy and the other half in the woods. He always went to the smithy when a dragon raid happened, never leaving and manning the fort when they needed Gobber.

"Son." Stoick's voice shook. "What can I do for you?"

He regretted the words almost as soon as they came out. It was his boy, for Thor's sake, not a villager with a complaint for the day.

"The n-nest. You're going." Hiccup still stammered a bit, but he was talking slowly, to be understood.

"They'll finish us off otherwise," Stoick said. "We've saved most of the sheep from last night, but man cannot live on mutton alone. We need our food supplies for the winter, so that we can survive while the dragons are gone."

"You'll b-be gone." Hiccup's soft voice held no accusation, but Stoick winced anyway. He kept forgetting that Hiccup wrote long letters to Val, who was off searching for the nest as well, on her own, that Hiccup always searched for his father after the raids, breathing more easily to see the chief standing among saved sheep.

"I'll be back. Probably." Stoick's voice held false confidence. "I've gone on raids before."

"You need help. Let me come." He strode quickly, unrolled the many scrolls onto the table. They were maps, various maps of the Archipelago.

"Where did you get those?"

"Trader Johann. And Mom." Hiccup held a magnetized rock, letting it point north. "Old Wrinkly taught me. I c-c-can n-n-navigate. C-cross off un-m-marked territory. Find a direct route-"

Stoick should have been jumping for joy that Hiccup was taking action, showing interest in the voyage, not being a nuisance and trying to prove himself. Instead, fear stole over him, perhaps because Hiccup had started to smile as he talked softly, with more confidence. His stammer vanished as he spoke.

"Fog is fog, but rocks remain the same. We can at least narrow down the amount of islands."

There was a flippancy to Hiccup's tone, as if he didn't realize the danger of finding an enemy's home base. Perhaps he didn't, and that realization made Stoick panic. He remembered an earlier time, a more tragic one-

_An Outcast knife plunging through Val's belly, over and over again. The dead babe buried, burned in a pyre at sea. Stoick's vigil by his wife's bedside, the relief when Gothi and Old Wrinkly said she would live, could have another child. _

Stoick stared in horror as Hiccup went on about trade currents and doldrum danger, as if Hiccup had already signed himself onboard the fleet.

_"Mark my words, Stoick the Vast, if you ever have children, I will find them, and I will make you wish they were never born, they will be screaming for the quick release of death. Word of a Treacherous."_

"Are you insane?" Stoick bellowed at Hiccup, cutting him off. "This is not a fishing trip; the dragons will defend their home with fire and claws!"

Hiccup stopped, mouth open. He looked as though he had been slapped.

"But, but Dad-"

"It's all right if the dragons kill one or two men, but they'll spot you as an easy target. They'll just see you as another morsel to carry off, and then what will I do if you're gone? You can't find another heir in an instant!"

Stoick's sweeping hand crashed into the magnetized rock. It flew to the floor and shattered. They came back together, at odd angles. The sound stopped Stoick's rage. He paused to stare at the pieces, to realize what he had just said.

Vikings didn't apologize, and Stoick the Vast was unfortunately a Viking of habit. He knew that it was hard to find magnetized rock, and this one had been hewn into a proper needle. More than that, Hiccup had actually provided a reasonable idea, needing a navigator.

Hiccup had backed away as his father shouted, face wide with fear. He had kept trying to butt in, to politely interrupt and inform his father that he wasn't going to be a nuisance. Now he had gone completely quiet, was staring at his father, and at the black shards.

"S-s-sorry, Dad."

He turned and left, too quickly for Stoick's liking, because Stoick would have liked time to compose a civil order, a response that wouldn't make him feel like the bad guy. Hiccup didn't cry on the way out, the way a dramatic teenage girl would, but his tiny shoulders were slumped and he hung his head low.

Stoick had gone to Gobber immediately, to ask for advice. Gobber had tried his best to be helpful while repairing Stoick's shield:"He obviously wants to serve the village, so let me teach him to fight dragons. That way, when he's older, he can prove himself on a search for the nest and show off those Old Wrinkly-taught skills."

"Val's father was daft in the head," Stoick said, though he hadn't know his father-in-law well and may as well have been lying. "Old Wrinkly got seasick if he even LOOKED at a boat. He couldn't have taught Hiccup to navigate."

"Boars have been known to dance in the middle of the night."

"What?"

"On the north of Berk when no one is watching or judging them, the boars head out into the woods, stand on their hooves, and show off their skill with the Midgard Rumble."

Stoick stared at his friend.

"It's the same with Hiccup. You won't know how skilled he is until you test him, know what he's capable of."

Stoick had listened to Gobber, waited for Hiccup to return to their house at the end of the day. Then he had told Hiccup about Dragon Training. Hiccup, still looking frightened and close to tears, had nodded and accepted his father's heavy axe, had promised to do his best in training. The fright hadn't left his eyes.

* * *

><p>Stoick, even in his later days when Hiccup grew confident, would regret those harsh words he had bestowed upon his son. It had been the last time in months that Hiccup had spoken to Stoick without stammering, before Hiccup had faced the queen and liberated every dragon in the Archipelago. If only he had seen his boy growing up, trying so hard not to be a nuisance . . .<p>

They hadn't found the nest, sailing through Helheim's Gate. That hadn't surprised Stoick; they had been lucky enough to return to Berk with a few burnt, hollowed remains of ships. The dragons were vicious, but they also knew how to conceal their home. He had to admire their tenacity.

We could have used a navigator, a tiny voice reminded Stoick the Vast. He ignored it when Gobber told Stoick of Hiccup's progress in dragon training, of how the boy was outshining Astrid Hofferson.

"He doesn't exactly strike them in the head with hammers, but he's studying them, reading up on each beast the night before facing it in class the next day. He outran the Gronckle, nearly knifed the Nadder, drenched the Zippleback, and has tamed the Terrible Terror. Most of the beasts seem to respect him now, and they don't even bother to fight when they see him."

Stoick was amazed, and felt proud of letting Gobber train his son. This was the exact kind of behavior he was hoping for. He said as much that evening, when he found Hiccup in the back of the smithy, writing furiously. Hiccup straightened up abruptly and slapped a hand over his book.

"Dad, y-you're alive!" he exclaimed, looking frightened and relieved at the same time. Stoick noted the circles under Hiccup's eyes, the way his fingers were trembling. The green tunic and vest seemed to hang off him, like his son had lost much weight.

"Gobber told me about Dragon Training," he said, and Hiccup seemed to pale.

"He- he did?"

"He told me you were top of the class, that you were intimidating every dragon that you came across. Odin's beard, it was tough, but you've come through! I always knew you had some proper Viking in you!"

Hiccup didn't look as if the news pleased him, but he only grunted as Stoick slapped his back with affection. He doubled over, straightening up to receive the present that Stoick had brought: a helmet made from Val's breastplate.

"Been keeping it, since she left. I got the other one." Stoick tapped his helmet, with a nervous smile. "Matching set. Keeps her close."

Hiccup looked a little put off, but then he tried to smile as well, knowing her father had good intentions.

"Did, did y-you-?"

"She was nowhere near Helheim's Gate," Stoick told him, soberly. "It was for the best, probably. The dragons wiped out our fleet. Wherever she is, she's safe."

Hiccup stopped trying to smile. He pulled on the helmet, which fell down over his eyes. His hands went under the rim, so that he could see his father.

"Th-thanks, Dad."

Silence had erupted between them, and Stoick really was exhausted, so he made an excuse about going to bed. Hiccup nodded, tucked the book he was using into his vest pocket, and walked with his father. Several times Hiccup opened his mouth, only then to not say a word. Stoick talked about the journey, but his words were empty.

Stoick would replay that night afterward, and he and Hiccup would talk about it, during stormy nights. He should have seen the signs, that Hiccup wanted to tell him something badly but was still frightened, was worried of what his father would think of him. It didn't matter that the knowledge that had erupted had been Hiccup's responsibility; as the chief, and Hiccup's father, Stoick the Vast had to know everything that was going on and about on Berk.

Astrid would end up exposing Hiccup's secret the next day, after he had won the right to kill the Monstrous Nightmare. She hadn't meant to cause real harm, or perhaps she didn't think that even a runt like Hiccup would try to protect a dragon, but her actions had led to him running away into the woods, carrying an injured Terrible Terror.

Gobber had delivered the bad news, Hiccup's book, and a shaken Astrid. Stoick had been celebrating with Spitelout when the smith came and told them that Hiccup had vanished, with the smallest dragon from the cages. Astrid had told the chief her side of the story, as Gobber handed Stoick the book. He had organized a search party, planning to shake some sense into his son when they found him. Only a complete idiot would run into the woods before dark with a sprained ankle.

Apparently Hiccup was an idiot, however, because they called for him over and over, crawling into every cave they could fine. Bird calls and echoes of the chief's voice answered back, bouncing against the trees. As he headed deeper into the woods, Stoick felt himself becoming loud and angry, frustrated that his son was causing so much trouble after winning a great honor. Every faint rustle, every pair of eyes that peered through the trees could have been him.

When the search party had shown up with nothing that evening, and neither Stoick nor his men could make sense of the island's maps, he had opened Hiccup's book and pored through it while drinking mead. Perhaps a glimpse into his son's mind would tell him where Hiccup was, where he was hiding. If his son was hiding, instead of lying unconscious in a clearing as dragon prey; Stoick tried not to consider that possibility.

The book, a gift from Val, contained notes on Dragonese, the winged beasts' native tongue, how they could use it to make the dragons flee Berk. Stoick would flip through the book with amazement, seeing the rough notes. They were incomplete, of course, because Hiccup had only been in training for a couple of months, but they were informative. He had been using his brains far more than brawn, seeing the dragons as individuals who thought in battle.

Stoick was angry with little Miss Hofferson, for taking out her jealousy on Hiccup rather than complaining to the chief, but he was angrier with himself. Hiccup had discovered a way to communicate with the dragons and hadn't told anyone, not even Gobber. Stoick should have known, gods damn his bearded stupidity.

* * *

><p>Two days passed in this fashion: search parties going out from dawn to dusk, villagers praying that the runt would die with the beasts in the woods, and Stoick praying at the village shrine every day. He begged the gods to spare his son from wild dragons out there, that he wouldn't ever raise his voice at Hiccup again or destroy his tools, even by accident, if only his son would come back. He had even gone to Gothi, to ask for a reading. The Village Elder reassured him by scratching images into the dirt; her drawings communicated that his son was alive, if injured, and would return to the village when he wanted.<p>

Hiccup hadn't disappointed; he returned with the small dragon, albeit pale and feverish, limping on a broken ankle. Stoick thanked the gods that Gobber had found him first, had stopped the chief from going in and talking his son's ear off. Gobber had talked sense and patience into Stoick, reminding him that Hiccup was not in a healthy state to explain anything at the moment with a broken ankle and a fever.

Another week of Hiccup's fever breaking, a spell that seemed just as bad as the three days Hiccup had gone missing. Sweat made his forehead slick, and he would sink into delirium at regular intervals. At times he'd be talking to thin air, addressing the space beside his bed as Old Wrinkly, or he'd blather nonsense. When he was cohesive, which was rare, he'd talk better to Gobber than to Stoick, always eying his father with fright. Stoick valued Gobber's presence, because Hiccup trusted the smithy not to hate him.

The delirious episodes were the worst. Hiccup would be despondent in those moments, which he had never been, even after Stoick had yelled at him in the mead hall, and he'd always be on the verge of tears. Yet they told Stoick more than the few moments of silent clarity. He would wipe his son's forehead with a cool cloth and talk as if he were Old Wrinkly.

"He h-hates me, Grandpa, he hates me! I chose a dragon over him, and I had no choice! The way he looks at me, always wanting me to be larger and braver-"

"That's not true," Stoick would say, quiet but shaken. "He just wants to protect you. Because you're all that remains of his family."

"He w-w-won't want to protect me now." Hiccup's eyes were closed, shut against the heat that his face was exuding, and possibly fighting unViking-like tears. "I c-c-came back, l-like you t-told me to. Then what? W-w-what'll he do to Toothless?"

_Toothless._Stoick let the name sit on his tongue. Toothless must be the Terrible Terror that Hiccup fought to protect, the reason Hiccup had run off. The other dragons in their cages had teeth, and they had remained put while the Terror had gone with Hiccup into the woods.

"He won't do a thing, except listen to you," he answered. Stoick meant every word of that. Hiccup had technically not committed treason, just done a bunk and inconvenienced the village and Terrible Terrors were not a threat to the village.

Hiccup relaxed against his father's hand. Stoick willed every drop of heat to leave his son's body and enter his, to ease every bit of discomfort. Yes, it was Hiccup's fault for not getting treatment earlier, but Stoick could not bear to see his son in so much pain.

When the fever broke, and Gobber ascertained that Hiccup's foot would not need an amputation, Stoick took gentle steps to gain his son's trust. He made a strong effort to not raise his voice, kept his temper, and heaped lots of patience. It was hard, because he had to fend off the curious villagers' question: when would Hiccup kill the Monstrous Nightmare? Why had one little dragon meant so much to him?

With several days of coaxing, Hiccup revealed the whole story, how he had started hanging out at the dragon cages before and after training, had cracked the code for Dragonese thanks to his years of observing them during raids. It had happened as he had drenched the Zippleback, that he realized that he had understood the dragons talking. Hiccup had then made conversation, to learn more about them. It had been a military strategy, but soon the beasts realized he wasn't a threat, and that he really didn't want to hurt them. They opened up to him, especially the Terror. If it was a ploy to get one human on their side, it had worked.

Toothless loved hearing jokes from the village, and despite himself Hiccup's heart had melted. He and the green Terror would have long conversations, filling the cold nights with warm humor. He had been Hiccup's first friend, since Old Wrinkly had vanished into the woods one day and never returned. Hiccup wouldn't say what had happened to Old Wrinkly, though the thought made his face darken.

Stoick listened, pondered and asked why Hiccup had told no one.

"There, there w-w-wasn't. Enough. Proof. I, I-"

His voice faltered. He looked down.

"Were you scared? That someone was going to yell at you again? Like me?"

Hiccup nodded, not meeting his eyes.

"Hiccup, you weren't doing anything dangerous," Stoick said. "Or illegal."

His son looked doubtful, poking a finger through a hole in the blanket.

"I shouldn't have lost my temper earlier. That day, in the mead hall, I was scared of losing you. You see, before you were born-"

He paused. Hiccup waited, resting a hand against his cast.

"It's not just that you're small and less Viking-like. I know that you're strong, and smart. If you weren't, you wouldn't have angered Astrid so much, or been able to hide from us for days."

Hiccup tried to smile, but these comments hurt him. He clenched part of the blanket, and his uninjured leg twitched.

"What I'm trying to say is, I don't want anything to happen to you," Stoick said. "And I keep forgetting that you're growing up, that things will always happen to you. I was scared, and I got angry because I thought I was protecting you. When I wasn't."

"You were," Hiccup whispered. He looked discomfited that his father was being vulnerable in this moment.

"No, I wasn't. I was shooting down a sensible idea, with more force than necessary. I made a mistake."

"Dad. You don't. Make mistakes. You're, th-the chief."

That was it. Stoick knew how Hiccup was feeling now; he had treated his father with the same reverence, and the autumn apples didn't fall far from the tree. It wasn't until Stoick had become chief that he realized that his father had improvised greatly while running the village, albeit improvising within the limits of Viking tradition.

"I DO make mistakes," Stoick said. "You just don't see them, because I try to learn from them. But I'm not perfect, Hiccup. No adult is, unless he's a god. And you've read the stories; even the gods are fallible at times. If a supreme being with infinite power has his flaws, then why should a human chief claim to be perfect?"

Hiccup looked surprised. He had not thought of the concept of perfection in relation to the myths. Stoick went on.

"If I were a perfect chief, my wife wouldn't be off questing, and I'd know how to reach her when our son has suffered a nasty accident. The village wouldn't suffer food loss from the dragons raids if I knew JUST the right way to get rid of the beasts, and I wouldn't have let you run off like that if I had known what you were thinking, what could have helped."

Stoick had never sounded so vulnerable before; he could tell that Hiccup didn't like this. Nevertheless, Hiccup listened, and let his father hold him.

"I'm sorry, son. For not trying to know you better. For putting you in the same Dragon Training class as Astrid Hofferson."

He could Hiccup's small cry of pain as the hug jolted his broken ankle. Stoick winced and shifted his arms, so that the weight wasn't on Hiccup's legs at all. Only then did his son hug him back.

"I'm. Sorry. Too."

After that, things improved. Hiccup was calmer. He still stammered, or spoke slowly to avoid stammering, but he stopped looking frightened every time he saw his father come into the room, relaxed a little more each day even as his ankle took precious time to heal. Stoick reassured Hiccup that they wouldn't hurt Toothless, and even brought the beast to the smithy.

Still, Stoick fretted. Stoick knew that Astrid was visiting Hiccup frequently, to make amends, and the chief had accepted her apologies. Hiccup hadn't, not yet. The rest of the village still hadn't adjusted to this change, the thought of being able to negotiate with dragons instead of fighting them all the time.

Hiccup wasn't sure if the dragons were willing to listen because Gobber had been feeding them regularly, or if the thrall that they spoke of, a hypnotic croon from a dragon queen, compelled the wild beasts to raid Viking settlements for food. Hiccup, to prove his theory that the wild dragons were compelled to steal food, tamed the Monstrous Nightmare instead of killing it, and then spoke to the wild dragons that came during raids. Stoick and Hiccup learned that it was hard to tell someone to not ride a dragon when both your feet were on the ground and the other person was riding, and Hiccup reveled in this freedom. He even had the gall to land on a Night Fury's back, when the unholy offspring of lightning and death had attacked during a raid, and tamed it with only a few kind words. At least, that's how the Berk Vikings would afterward describe that encounter; Hiccup maintained that the Night Fury remained wild but would work with the boy who freed him.

Despite the worry that Stoick felt, Hiccup changed when he rode dragons. He smiled more often, stood taller. In time, when they talked, Hiccup stopped stammering. He grew into the role of Dragon Whisperer, learned to outwit men and dragon queens much larger than he was, and found lost things that not even the best treasure hunters of the day had located. Most importantly, he wasn't afraid of his father anymore; he offered polite criticism of how the village was run while showing no disrespect and often entered danger if others needed his assistance. He gently encouraged Stoick to obtain a dragon of his own, to make the village chores more efficient, and taught him basic Dragonese with which to communicate with belligerent Thunderdrums. When the Outcasts invaded Berk, wanting a dragon conqueror, Hiccup gave himself up and demonstrated his ability to plan a counterattack on the fly. Stoick had nearly suffered a heart attack when Bucket and Mulch had told him that the Outcasts had taken Hiccup, but he understood why his son had done so.

They didn't always make the right decisions. As Stoick had said, even the gods were prone to mistakes. But at least they were willing to face the consequences, and learn from their errors, father and son. They had seen each other as human beings, imperfect and well-intentioned. 

* * *

><p><em>Present:<em>

Hiccup woke from his stupor of memories, still scratching Toothless. Thornado also woke from a doze, and nudged Hiccup.

"I know," he whispered, eyes fixed on the mound. Tears pricked his eyes, so he made an effort to hold them back.

His father had only softened after his missing son had returned to the village, feverish and lamed. Hiccup had afterward joked to Toothless that perhaps he ought to have gotten in danger more often, so that Stoick the Vast wouldn't have taken him for granted. Toothless hadn't found it funny despite loving other jokes, and neither had Windwalker, the Night Fury that Hiccup had tamed.

Knowing his father wasn't perfect had changed things, but not like the way things had changed after realizing that Astrid had flaws. Hiccup couldn't quite explain it, though when he became an old man he would understand: a perfect chief does not need to change. A "perfect chief" is by definition unchangeable, and always in the right while running the village. Thus, when an imperfect child brought forth a new, untested idea, said chief would not want to put the effort into experimenting with that idea, to explore new horizons and risk failure.

Whereas a man who knows that he has flaws, and still has to run a village, would accept change and the risks that new ideas brought. Like the ideas that Hiccup had introduced, and more that would enter Berk because he was in charge now. Like his father, he had to make the most of it, or run Berk to the ground the way some of his unscrupulous ancestors had.

It occurred to Hiccup that he may have realized his father's flaws earlier if Stoick the Vast had been a blustering idiot chief. Then Hiccup could have saved years of confidence-building, and impressed everyone on Berk with his wits. But then, Berk probably wouldn't have survived the dragon raids. There were tradeoffs.

Hiccup got up. He approached the bawn, and pressed his fingers to one grassy side.

"Goodbye, Dad," he said. "I'll be back soon. Stay dry and wealthy in there."

Then, with those words said, he asked Thornado for a lift, and the Thunderdrum had complied. Toothless draped himself around Hiccup's shoulder, like a colorful green scarf for the first winter snows.

As Hiccup and the dragons left the barrow, he thought about the choices he would face. He would not complain about that burden, however; his father hadn't, not that much. Hiccup Horrendous Haddock knew his village, and he knew his father's people well. They had accepted an heir who could talk to dragons, just as his father had accepted him.

Just like Hiccup had accepted himself. No chief was perfect, he knew that now, and he would not even manage half the things his father had accomplished in a day, from christenings to boat repairs. But he would learn from his mistakes, wherever they took him, tomorrow and each day afterward.


End file.
